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    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The thunderstorm appeared seemingly at random. 
 
    The day had been mostly warm, Danzen Ravja keeping to himself and not going into the village, not yet ready to witness the destruction at Suja Raksi Hall. 
 
    He knew he had been forgiven by the villagers, that he had never actually been blamed for what the assassins Norwin Dawa and Soko had done; but he also knew that everyone in Suja Village was still vulnerable. 
 
    Especially with Soko still alive. 
 
    The thunderstorm had started late in the afternoon, ominous clouds rolling in over the Asura Forest, bringing with them a sticky moisture which Kudzu said signaled the change from spring to summer. 
 
    It was inevitable, the flowering trees losing their petals, the sun growing increasingly hotter by the day, monsoon season on the horizon. 
 
    “It always starts like this,” the white fox said as they sat in front of Danzen’s monastery. They had gone fishing earlier, Danzen traveling with Kudzu into the mountains, to a deep pool brimming with plump fish. He had caught more than he normally did, his famed blade slipping into the water and returning to his hand each time with an even bigger fish, Astra always reaching its target. 
 
    The two had enjoyed quite the meal, and his monastery now smelled like fried fish, which was one of the reasons they sat out front. 
 
    While Danzen could feel the moisture in the air, the rain hadn’t started up yet, the pair watching bolts of lightning cascade across the sky, the terrible thunder causing Kudzu to rest her head between her front paws at one point, her bushy tail curling around her body. 
 
    Danzen wanted to say something, to tell her that she had nothing to worry about, but that really wasn’t his place, nor did he normally give voice to thoughts like that. 
 
    Instead, he remained reticent as always, his thoughts settling on the same thing that they had continued to settle on since the attack. 
 
    Without a doubt, he needed to make his way to the west, to the Diyu Brotherhood’s compound outside the city of Sainshand. 
 
    The only way to prevent the people he cared for from ever being hurt again was to cut off the head of the snake, Biren Yeshe, his former teacher. He would also have to deal with Soko, and would eventually need to go after the blind assassin named Nomin, who he knew would stop at nothing to complete her task of slaying him, regardless of the reward. 
 
    But there were other things he needed to handle as well… 
 
    The sky grew darker, the stars blotted out by the black clouds above. Danzen felt peaceful in this environment, like he was in the eye of the hurricane, everything around him still and calm, the bolts of lightning continuing to light up the horizon. 
 
    He was so comfortable that he began to yawn, the former assassin just about to drift off to sleep when lightning struck just a few feet away from him, an armored, electric yokai known as a sugawara taking shape. 
 
    Yama leaped from his pedestal and collided with the enemy yokai, the stone lion dog bringing the sugawara to the ground. 
 
    Kudzu was just pressing off the ground when lightning struck a few more times, several more sugawara appearing. 
 
    The sugawara didn’t need to speak for Danzen to know what this was. 
 
    This was revenge for what he had done to one of their own, something Danzen had seen all too many times. Rather than loose Astra in the direction of one of his combatants, he took off toward the entrance of the monastery, going for his Blade of Darkness. 
 
    The glaive was propped up against the wall, and as soon as he grabbed it, a dark pool of razor-sharp shadow appeared at the tip of his weapon. He swung it toward the nearest sugawara, the shadow swelling even larger as it tore the yokai’s arm off.  
 
    This didn’t stop his assailant’s charge, the enemy yokai fueled solely by fury and some kind of divine madness as it tried to cut the former assassin down. 
 
    Danzen’s shadow blade was all-encompassing in its sweep, the darkness of his surroundings only amplifying its potential for violence. He quickly cut the approaching sugawara in half, boiling black blood misting the air. The first sugawara down, Danzen advanced on the next one, who chased after Kudzu, trying to strike the white fox with a bolt of lightning.  
 
    Danzen sent both a wave of shadow and his boomerang sword forward, his famed blade reaching its target and blooming out of the skull of one of the electric yokai. 
 
    Astra was back in Danzen’s hand just as he was flung backward by a bolt of lightning, the former assassin flying into the outer wall of the monastery, everything flashing black. As soon as he regained consciousness, his first thoughts were in regards to his hellspawns, the demons that were summoned when he bled.  
 
    He knew what it felt like when he broke skin.  
 
    This was not that. 
 
    Muscles twitching due to the electricity, Danzen was able to get to his feet, his eyes narrowing on the sugawara who had shocked him.  
 
    He didn’t have a chance to send his blade forward again.  
 
    Yama collided with the electric yokai, the two starting to tumble down the hill as the stone lion dog mauled his opponent to death. 
 
    This left one more sugawara, who was hunched over, its body covered in a unique armor, waves of electricity flickering off its form as it began to condense its power into a single shot. 
 
    Danzen sheathed Astra and leaped into the air, calling on his incredible strength to propel him upward as he held his Blade of Darkness with both hands. He landed on the rooftop of his monastery, a whirlwind of shadow swirling behind him.  
 
    He gathered as much cutting power as he could, and with both hands overhead, Danzen leaped off the rooftop and brought the blade down, splitting the sugawara in half.  
 
    “That’s all of them,” Kudzu said, slightly out of breath. Yama dragged the final sugawara up the hill and presented it to the former assassin, this one still alive, twitching with electricity. 
 
    “We will kill you one day…” the enemy yokai hissed.  
 
    Danzen brought his Blade of Darkness down one final time, severing the sugawara’s head. 
 
    “It looks like you’ve made them angry,” Kudzu said, thunder sounding off in the distance. 
 
    Danzen nodded, recalling that all the sugawara came from a single demonic yokai that was able to spawn replicants.  
 
    He once again rested his glaive against the wall, glad that he hadn’t resheathed the weapon earlier. Danzen still needed a weapon rack; this was something he could talk to Khamdo about next time they spoke.  
 
    “Their armor is worth something,” the former assassin told Kudzu as he moved to the nearest sugawara. He didn’t know what he would get for the one who had been cut in half completely, but the others had armor that was still salvageable. 
 
    Before removing the first sugawara’s rubbery armor, Danzen slowly pushed Astra through the creature’s throat, making sure it was dead. It was dark now, and he couldn’t quite make out its features. He remembered what they looked like, however, their faces not far from the demons he was capable of unleashing. 
 
    “Do you have to do it tonight?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “I don’t want to see these things in the morning.”  
 
    “Fair enough.”  
 
    The white fox sat next to him, watching as he removed the armor. He folded it and dropped it on the ground, moving to the next sugawara. He did the same here, confirming his kill, and removing the armor.  
 
    For the third one, he didn’t need to confirm its death considering it had been decapitated. He simply removed the armor, and put it in the stack. 
 
    Finally, there was the yokai he had split in half. 
 
    Danzen let out a deep breath as he gathered what he could of the material, which he once again noticed had a buoyancy to it, not like any armor he had ever encountered before. 
 
    “Why don’t you wear armor?” Kudzu asked Danzen as he grabbed the first sugawara by the legs. He started dragging this one off to the side of the monastery, the white fox following after him. “I’ve been meaning to ask you that, considering your condition.” 
 
    “It constricts my movement,” Danzen said as he went for the next one, taking it to the same place as the last. He did this with the third, Kudzu once again trotting alongside him. 
 
    Once the bodies were away from the front of the property, Danzen grabbed a shovel. Even though the night had cooled off some, he could still feel the heat of day as he began digging a grave. 
 
    Yama joined them as well, the lion dog seated a few feet behind them, Kudzu continuing to observe Danzen as he dug. 
 
    “You were serious about handling this tonight, weren’t you?” she asked, lightning occasionally illuminating the plot he was digging. 
 
    “I need a fresh start.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen awoke the next morning in his bedroom. His room was sticky and moist; he wished that whoever had built the monastery had installed windows. He could tell that the space was going to get unbearably muggy during the summer, and he would probably have to take to sleeping outside on some of the warmer days. But that was doable. In the two years it took him to wander his way to the Genshin Valley, he had grown used to sleeping out in the open. 
 
    Once he changed into his lighter robes, Danzen headed out the back door to collect an egg from Basan, the fire chicken not bothered by his presence in the least bit. 
 
    “Good,” he told her as he returned to his kitchen and made something out of grain, one of the fish fillets, and the egg. 
 
    The smell woke Kudzu up, the white fox coming to the door of the kitchen. 
 
    “I should cook for you sometime,” she said as she watched him. 
 
    “You don’t have to.” 
 
    “You always cook for me.” 
 
    “You don’t like being human.” 
 
    “It’s not as bad as I make it out to be.” 
 
    Danzen made a bowl for Kudzu, and scraped the rest of what he had prepared onto a plate for himself. They both made their way to the front of the monastery, where they sat. He could see the freshly covered graves off to the side of the monastery, Danzen glad that he had handled it the previous night. 
 
    “You know, you never said if you were going to stay or not. Have you made a decision?” the fox asked at some point during their meal. 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    Kudzu didn’t press him as he finished his breakfast, the two simply enjoying each other’s company, no words exchanged between them as the sun continued to rise. 
 
    Eventually, Danzen gathered up the sugawara armor and placed the pieces in a burlap sack. “I’m going to Chutham to sell these. Would you like to come? You don’t have to,” he told her once she didn’t respond. “I’ll sell them, gather some supplies, then I’ll return.” 
 
    “I think I would prefer to stay here. But you know what? One of these days, we should go down to the village and have an ale. It has been ages since I did anything like that.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. He went for his Blade of Darkness, which he sheathed on his back, Astra in its porous scabbard at his side.  
 
    “On second thought, maybe I should go with you…” Kudzu said once she saw him with his weapons. “Just in case they come. I wasn’t there for you last time.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    Danzen looked down the hill to see Jelmay waving up to them, the pudgy cat in his little vest with both hands on his waist. “I’m sure.” 
 
    “Look who decides to show up,” Kudzu said with a bit of a growl. “I guess you’ll have company after all.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
    Jelmay smiled as Danzen approached, the bakeneko’s grin lifting his droopy whiskers. Danzen didn’t say anything as he passed him, Jelmay quickly catching up to the former assassin. 
 
    “Not even a good morning?” 
 
    “It was a bad night.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? It was a wonderful night. There was a little bit of thunder, but…” Jelmay yawned. “I must have slept through the worst of it.” 
 
    “I was attacked by four sugawara.” 
 
    Jelmay batted a fly away. “Weren’t you attacked by one of them recently?” 
 
    “I was, and now I’m going to Chutham to sell their armor.” 
 
    “It sounds like someone is unhappy with you.” 
 
    Danzen nodded and began walking away. The bakeneko quickly caught up with him. 
 
    “Well, it looks like you could use some company, so I’ll come with you,” Jelmay said as he morphed into Dalan the hermit, the bakeneko inviting himself as he normally did. Soon, he was in the form of an older man, spry even though he was a bit hunched over, his eyes orange, arms sinewy. 
 
    “I can go alone.” 
 
    “Yet you continue to allow me to walk alongside you, Pilgrim,” Jelmay said now using Dalan’s voice. 
 
    “Just try not to cause any trouble.” 
 
    Jelmay laughed. “Do I look like the kind of bakeneko that causes trouble?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t answer this question. He remembered his first encounter with Jelmay, who at that time had taken the form of a man known as Uncle Gempachi. A pretty terrible fight had ensued, Jelmay also morphing into Danzen’s demon half-brother. 
 
    Over the last day, Danzen hadn’t given much thought much to the fact that he was demon-born. 
 
    While his father may have been the ruler of Diyu, of hell itself, he had much more worldly matters. It may take them some time, but the assassin’s guild known as the Diyu Brotherhood would come after Danzen again, sooner rather than later. Soko was still alive and she could apparently teleport, although how she did this was something that he still hadn’t figured out. 
 
    Could she really have consumed enough Sunyata remnants to transcend space and time? 
 
    “I have a question for you,” Danzen said after a few more minutes of silence in which he searched his thoughts. 
 
    “And here I thought you were going to be quiet the entire time,” said Jelmay. “By the way, this should go without saying, but we are stopping by someone’s place for breakfast. I’m not saying that we should pay Sarnai and Khamdo a visit, but…” 
 
    “We shouldn’t take advantage of their hospitality.” 
 
    “Take advantage? We journeyed to the gates of Diyu, to the Tavern at the Edge of the World, to save Khamdo’s soul. The least he could do is provide breakfast for us.” Jelmay’s stomach made a rumbling noise. “See? That’s how hungry I am. Now, you said you had a question…” 
 
    “It is regarding the incident at Suja Raksi Hall.” 
 
    “Oh, you mean the time when you were attacked by two assassins and managed to unleash your demons on the village but everyone forgave you anyway because they didn’t realize the demons came from you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What’s your question?” 
 
    “The female we were fighting, Soko, she disappeared. How is that possible?” 
 
    “You mentioned before that she abused remnants, right?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. They were approaching the outskirts of the village’s Third District now, and as usual he sought anonymity through the usage of his hood, which he pulled over his head after sweeping back a few strands of his long hair. 
 
    “Abusing remnants would explain it. I mean, I’ve haven’t personally heard of someone abusing remnants to the point that they were able to teleport, but she was barely there as it was, if I recall.” 
 
    Danzen remembered that Soko now had to float everywhere, no longer enjoying the usage of her legs. 
 
    “I’m sure she’s still haunting some of the villagers’ dreams,” Jelmay said. “But that’s my thoughts on the matter: she did it because of the power she has gained from remnants, probably from grinding up talismans.” 
 
    “That’s what I figured.” 
 
    “Speaking of questions… I’ve often wondered what would make a person more powerful: learning to bend their echo, or simply gaining power through a remnant. Over the years, I’ve gone from the remnant camp, to the echo camp, and now I’m back in the remnant camp. I have seen some pretty interesting things when it comes to people bending their echo, but I haven’t seen someone simply disappear. I also haven’t seen someone use arm bindings as weapons,” he said, referring to the deceased Norwin Dawa. “You assassins are weird folk.” 
 
    They breached the Third District, Danzen half expecting to hear children playing in the streets, as well as the overall commotion that he’d been greeted by several times before. But the streets were quiet; it was clear that there was still some fear after what happened at the tavern. 
 
    They headed into the residential area behind the main thoroughfare, quickly locating Khamdo and Sarnai’s quaint little home. 
 
    “I’m so ready for whatever Sarnai is making for breakfast this morning,” Jelmay said, licking his lips, Danzen just about to say something when the bakeneko continued. “I know, I know, behave myself. You’re acting like Kudzu these days. I think that little fox is having an influence on you.” 
 
    Sarnai opened the door, the cheery woman happy to see Danzen and who she thought was Dalan. 
 
    “Are you hungry for breakfast?” she asked, her baby in her arms. Leegan reached out to Danzen, and Sarnai handed her to him, the former assassin holding the child for just a moment, peering into her eyes. She reached up to his face and was just about to grab the side of his hood when Khamdo stepped out. 
 
    “I’ll take her from you,” the carpenter said, Danzen handing the child off to the carpenter. 
 
    They joined the couple in the dining room, Khamdo seated at the head of the table, his face a little redder than normal. 
 
    He kept clearing his throat, and had to excuse himself twice while they ate, Jelmay none the wiser. The bakeneko entertained Sarnai with made-up tales of giants and other things he had encountered in the mountains. At least Danzen assumed they were fabricated. 
 
    With Jelmay, they could very well be the truth. 
 
    “So what brings you to the village today?” Sarnai asked as she brought a bowl of homemade yogurt to the table. 
 
    “You’ll have to ask him,” Jelmay said, nodding to Danzen. 
 
    “Going to Chutham.” 
 
    “That’s it?” she asked. 
 
    “I need to see Selden about something,” Danzen said, hoping not to elaborate. 
 
    “I like visiting his shop,” Khamdo said. “It’s a little creepy, but it’s not a bad place.” 
 
    “He’s the guy that sells yokai parts, right?” Jelmay as Dalan asked Khamdo. 
 
    “That’s him.” 
 
    “I haven’t seen him in forever.” 
 
    “Do you have something to sell?” Sarnai asked, coming right out with it. 
 
    “Just a few questions,” Danzen said. Sarnai’s eyes jumped from the assassin to his burlap sack, which hung off his chair and looked like it was full. His Blade of Darkness also hung off the side of his chair, Danzen not able to sit with it while it was strapped to his back. 
 
    “Well, I hope you find the answers you’re looking for,” she said. “Sunyata’s blessings.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “I could get used to that cooking every day, I really could,” Jelmay said as they headed out of the Third District, making their way to the Second, and from there to the First, where Danzen had encountered the akaname at the sauna.  
 
    “What? You don’t have anything to say about the food?” Jelmay asked once the former assassin didn’t respond. 
 
    “It was gracious of her to offer us breakfast.” 
 
    “She offers you breakfast every time you come by, and when she doesn’t, her husband brings it to you. You’re getting spoiled in your old age, Pilgrim. You may not see that, but I certainly do.” 
 
    “Am I?” 
 
    “You are, and I have to admit, I’m a little surprised to see you in the village so soon. I didn’t think you’d ever come back here, even if you decide to stay. Did you decide to stay? That was never cleared up for me.” 
 
    “I’m here now, aren’t I?”  
 
    “Yeah, I guess it makes sense. Where else is a guy like you supposed to go?” A man riding a horse trotted past Jelmay, the bakeneko turning his attention to the steed. “It’s not a bad-looking animal. I really should get myself a horse.” 
 
    “A donkey would be more appropriate.” 
 
    “If you’re making fun of my stature, I’ll have you know that I am actually rather tall amongst my kind,” he said, motioning toward his body. It didn’t apply to his current form, Jelmay still shapeshifted as a hermit. “It sure would make traveling to the village easier. If I got a donkey, maybe you and I could go on little trips. You could ride Yama.” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. 
 
    “What? Think of how awesome you would look riding into the village with your hood over your head, blazing past on a magnificent stone lion dog. All right, all right, I’ll stop teasing you. But…” He grinned at the former assassin. “Just give it a thought, will you?” 
 
    They reached the city limits and pressed on, the two taking the path that stretched between Suja Village and Chutham. There were a few scattered homes near the road, the day starting to warm up the further they traveled. Danzen could almost smell moisture in the air, and he wondered if it would rain soon.  
 
    They came to a familiar garrison, Danzen reminded of his encounter with the snake-like nozuchi. He paused to look at the place, once again recalling what it’d been like, how one of the creatures had swallowed a person whole. 
 
    “You want to stop and say hello to the soldiers?” Jelmay asked after he noticed Danzen observing the place. 
 
    “This was where I had my first encounter with a yokai. Several nozuchi. I killed them, but not before they killed the soldiers inside.” 
 
    “Terrible things, but they have decent teeth for holding souls,” Jelmay said, “not to pat myself on the back over here.” 
 
    Danzen turned back to the road, eventually pressing his hood off his head, the heat making him wish he had worn lighter robes. A strand of his dark hair fell into his eyes and he swept it behind his ear, enjoying the warmth of the sun on his face for a moment. 
 
    “So what’s the big plan?” Jelmay asked. “I’m assuming that you’re not done with the Diyu Brotherhood.” 
 
    “I am not.” 
 
    “And they’re definitely not done with you.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Then what? Are we heading west?” 
 
    “I will head west,” Danzen said with a tone of finality. “This is my burden to bear.” 
 
    “When are you going to understand that you can still bear the burden yet distribute some of the weight? What I’m trying to say here is that Kudzu and I will join you. Do I want to? No, of course not. Am I interested in seeing you get revenge on the people that attacked us? Yes, I am, but that is just because I’m a curious cat. It’s in my nature, really. ‘Then why, Jelmay, do you even want to come?’ you may find yourself asking. The answer? I like traveling and wining and dining, in that order.” 
 
    “Good to know.” 
 
    “And I am handy enough with the sword, plus I can shapeshift into your brother. You haven’t forgotten about him, have you?” 
 
    “I have not.” 
 
    “Good. I wish my vision was clearer, but he will come one day.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    Jelmay sighed. “That, I don’t know.” 
 
    Danzen recalled the form that Jelmay had shifted into, the man with red hair and white robes. This was supposed to be his half-brother, who was fully demon, yet Danzen didn’t even know his name. He now knew his mother’s name, Shodren Ravja, and that she was alive. And he knew his father’s name, Tengir Gantulga, the ruler of hell itself. 
 
    But he still didn’t know who his half-brother was. 
 
    “I only have one request,” Jelmay said. “I know you told me that you traveled from the west to the east on foot, and that it took you two years. To be clear: it is not going to take us two years to get to the Brotherhood. We are going to travel in style. I have plenty of money to make that happen. We’ll take carriages, boats, palanquins, whatever has to happen. We’ll stay at fancy hotels too. We’ll show Kudzu the good life,” he said, a grin taking shape on his face. “She’ll hate it.” 
 
    “I don’t know if that’s necessary.” 
 
    “Come on, Pilgrim. You’re not fooling me in your robes and monk-like aesthetic. I know you have seen the finer things in life, especially in your former role. And Kudzu deserves to be pampered just once.” 
 
    The garrulous yokai wasn’t wrong. 
 
    Danzen had tasted many of the luxuries of this world, from the best lodging to exotic foods, and he didn’t really care for any of it. It had all been built on his ability to kill efficiently. He even had a fairly large sum in the bank back in Sainshand, blood money he would never touch. 
 
    As they grew nearer to the city gates, Danzen reflected on all that had happened since he’d moved to Genshin Valley, from his discovery of yokai to the friends he made. 
 
    It really was worth something. 
 
    “Before we get any closer…” Jelmay began to morph into a younger man, no longer in the form of the older hermit. “Just in case anyone knows this guy. It’s always good to change your skin.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen was becoming more familiar with the city of Chutham, the main road splintering off into various paths all leading to different areas that had their own vibes, their own businesses. He knew one of those paths led to Eva Yin’s expansive pleasure house, Danzen recalling just how odd the woman was, how she was able to shift her form to some degree. 
 
    He never considered that she was a yokai, but after seeing what Jelmay and Kudzu were capable of, this was certainly a possibility. Perhaps she had abused a remnant or bent her echo; only something like that would explain how she was able to morph her form. 
 
    The road was muddy, the thunderstorm last night apparently bringing rain to Chutham, puddles scarring what was normally a hardtop. It was much busier here than it was in the village, even Suja Village’s more popular First District. People from all walks of life were about, a few men on horseback guiding a transport wagon into town, schoolchildren chasing after one another, a pair of teenagers dragging a dead sheep behind them. 
 
    Life incarnate. 
 
    They reached the town brewery and turned to Selden’s Emporium, which sat across the street, partially obscured by shadows. 
 
    Jelmay mumbled something under his breath as they entered, the door chiming, the sound of hollow bones beating against one another reaching Danzen’s ear. He looked up at the chime to see that it had been crafted from an animal’s ribs, possibly yokai. 
 
    “Pilgrim,” Selden said, popping up from behind the counter. The few strands of hair on the top of Selden’s head had been slicked back. It looked like he had trimmed his bushy eyebrows, the hair no longer leaning over into his eyes. “I see you have brought a friend. Have we met before?” 
 
    “No,” Jelmay said, the bakeneko now in a different form, a younger man with blonde hair.  
 
    His voice was no longer jovial, a hint of animosity to it as he continued to take in the store and all of the items available for purchase. Everything from yokai fur to horns, handcrafted tchotchkes, and an assortment of odds and ends made Selden’s shop cluttered to a point that it was stuffy, a musky scent heavy in the air. 
 
    Jelmay coughed into his hand as Danzen approached the counter, where he retrieved the armor he had taken off the four sugawara. 
 
    “Another attack?” Selden asked as he examined the pieces. “A group of them, it seems. Makes sense.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “Well, you killed one and now the others are trying to kill you. Or I should say, the demonic yokai that spawns these bastards has taken notice of your presence. To be honest, they will probably keep at it until you handle the original sugawara. You have made an enemy here, and I say this knowing full well that I told you something a bit different last time. But I looked into it, and my opinions have changed.” 
 
    Jelmay cackled. “Story of your life, right?”  
 
    “How do I rid myself of this enemy?” Danzen asked in a way that was so nonchalant that it took the shop owner off guard.  
 
    “Rid yourself? Sure, right. Well, the one spawning these lesser versions is somewhere in the forest; that, or perhaps the Panchen Mountains. You’d have to go after the original version.” 
 
    “Good to know.” 
 
    “You know, the armor they produce is quite unique. If you saved up enough of it, you could make some of it for yourself. It would aid you in going after the original sugawara. I’m assuming that being struck by lightning isn’t very pleasant, and to be honest, if you have been struck by it, I don’t know how you survived.” 
 
    “Make myself armor?” Danzen took a look at the rubbery pieces he had laid out on the counter. It wasn’t quite enough to make himself a full suit of armor, but it was close. 
 
    “If you add these two,” Selden said as he turned to retrieve something. He placed two more of the sets of rubbery armor on the counter, one of which Danzen had likely already sold him. “It would be enough to cover your entire body, or maybe make a large overcoat to protect yourself. There are people in town that could—” 
 
    “How much?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “How about a thousand kip? Seem fair? Then, once you kill the main one, bring me whatever you can, and I’ll give you much more than a thousand kip.” 
 
    “I’ve got money,” Jelmay said as he reached into his vest and returned with a wad of kip. “I’ve been meaning to buy you a gift anyway, Pilgrim. So happy birthday.” 
 
    “It’s not my birthday.” 
 
    “It’s someone’s birthday, so I’m giving you a present instead of giving it to them.” 
 
    “Most excellent,” Selden said as he folded up the armor and handed it to Danzen, who placed it in his burlap sack. He put the other folded armor in as well, his sack much heavier now. 
 
    “How’s the mask you bought?” Selden asked.  
 
    Danzen recalled the momiiji mask with its two little horns. He had worn it when going after Harsha’s father in Tudan, where he’d had his near fatal run-in with Soko. 
 
    “It’s fine.” 
 
    “That reminds me; I’ve got another thing I wanted to tell you. I may have a pair of those yokai books coming soon, The Night Parade of Genshin Valley Yokai and The Hour of Meeting. Maybe we can strike a deal. If you kill the head sugawara, that might work. And there’s another thing I could use. It’s traditionally called a gyokuto, but it’s also known as a jade rabbit.” 
 
    “Why do you need one of those?” Jelmay asked, suddenly interested in what the shop owner was saying. 
 
    “I’ve encountered most yokai through my years of running this place, but there are still a few that are either too powerful, or too rare for even a connoisseur such as myself to get their hands on. One is a jade rabbit. Dead or alive, but preferably alive, if you could bring that, I think it would be a fair exchange for these books.” 
 
    “What about a bakeneko? Ever encountered one of those?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    “The shapeshifting devil cats? Where do you think I got this?” Selden reached behind the counter and returned with a feline skull, which had symbols painted around its eye holes. “Supposedly, it’s supposed to bring good luck, so that’s why I don't sell it. I usually just keep it back here.” 
 
    “We should go,” Jelmay said. “I need to make a trip to the bank.” 
 
    “It was a pleasure doing business, Pilgrim,” Selden told the former assassin. “If you do encounter either of those things, the original sugawara, or the jade rabbit, the offer still stands. Of course, you could buy the books as well, but I don’t think you will like the price.” 
 
    Danzen and Jelmay left the shop, Jelmay spitting as soon as he stepped out the door, his form starting to shake, whiskers elongating.  
 
    “Careful,” Danzen told him. 
 
    “You don’t know what it’s like,” he said bitterly. “Imagine if I took you to a shop where they were dead humans everywhere and someone was selling their body parts. That’s what that store is like.” 
 
    “I never thought of it like that,” Danzen told him honestly. 
 
    “I’m not saying you shouldn’t do business with the man, because he clearly knows his stuff and he has access to things that even your typical yokai doesn’t have access to, but you should be wary of him, and you should know what you’re doing is…” Jelmay shook his head as he motioned Danzen to follow him. “It’s sometimes wrong, sometimes right. I know there are worse things in this world; it’s just hard for me to go in there. And if I were you, I would never take Kudzu to the ‘emporium,’ as he calls it. What a stupid name. Trust me about Kudzu; that place would make her see red. You saw all the furs, right?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “One of those could be a relative of hers.” 
 
    “Did you know the cat?” 
 
    Jelmay shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. Let’s head to the bank and get out of here. And I hope you enjoy your birthday present.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    After he helped Jelmay pull off whatever scam he was looking to pull off at the bank, the two began their walk back to Suja Village, Danzen glad that the bakeneko was quiet for once so he could think. 
 
    It made sense to go after the original sugawara, but he also needed to go to the west. More research was required for the jade rabbit, and Danzen appreciated what Jelmay had said about Selden’s shop. He would have to visit with that in mind now, that there was a possibility that some of the creatures inside were murdered in cold blood. 
 
    He considered just buying the two yokai books and being done with it. There were other ways to get money, and Jelmay seemed to have an abundance of it. Danzen had also been surprised at the bank to see Jelmay withdraw such a large sum of kip. To do so, the bakeneko had stepped into the alley to transform into yet another stolen form, but after that it had been relatively easy, just a few signatures and some red stamps. 
 
    So there was plenty of kip available, but Danzen didn’t know how he would feel to be in debted to the bakeneko. 
 
    “Up ahead,” Jelmay said, Danzen’s attention once again coming to the road.  
 
    He was generally hyper-aware of his surroundings, but Jelmay was always keen to eat, the disguised bakeneko smelling something in the air that caught his attention. 
 
    They came to a roadside dumpling stand, Jelmay pulling out his wad of kip and purchasing forty dumplings that were seared golden brown. 
 
    As they continued to walk, Jelmay ate, offering the dumplings to Danzen, who declined. 
 
    “Nothing like roadside dumplings,” he said, now in Dalan the hermit’s form. “These are family recipes, passed down from generation to generation. That lady’s mother and her grandmother made similar dumplings. They use this green herb that grows wild in the forest. It sort of tastes like an onion, but there’s something else to it, something a bit tangy. No one else uses it. Every time I see them, I buy as many as I can. I would have bought everything she had, but I know that she feeds the leftovers to her children,” he said, smiling at Danzen. “See?” he popped another dumpling in his mouth. “I’m not that bad of a cat.” 
 
    They reached Suja Village after another hour’s journey, where they made their way through the First District, and through the Second, Danzen ready to get home and out of the heat. 
 
    They passed the Sarten’s restaurant and the general store, and were coming to the exit of the district when Enkhmaa spotted them. The yellow-robed girl waved at the two, Danzen assuming she was saying hi.  
 
    But there was something else, a look of concern on her dimpled face. 
 
    “I was looking all over for you,” she said, a bit breathless, her cheeks flushed. “My grandfather traveled to your monastery and didn’t find you.” 
 
    In that moment, Danzen recalled rescuing Enkhmaa from the Asura Forest, and what that had been like, the mask of mirrors he’d made to combat her kidnapper. “What happened?”  
 
    “We also sent someone to Chutham to look for you.” 
 
    “What happened?” he asked Enkhmaa again. 
 
    “Pilgrim!” Danzen turned to see Yeni peek her head out of the general store. “You’re back.” 
 
    Danzen placed his hand on the hilt of his sword. 
 
    Something was off, and his natural instinct was to crouch some, realizing just how prone he was at the moment. He scanned the rooftops as Yeni trotted over to him, the teenager smiling sweetly before her face hardened.  
 
    “Oktai and Khamdo—” 
 
    “They’re sick again,” Enkhmaa said, finishing Yeni’s sentence. 
 
    “Again?” Danzen looked to Jelmay. 
 
    “Don’t look at me,” Jelmay started to tell him. 
 
    “Come on,” Yeni said as she led Danzen and Jelmay onto a side street that ran behind the main road, one that cut through the residential area. Danzen was now able to see Khamdo’s quaint home and the sprawling mansion where Elder Sonders lived, his recovering nephew tucked away in his basement. They came to a single-story home made of wood, several of the windows open. 
 
    “They’re in here,” Yeni said as she let Enkhmaa run in front of her. 
 
    They found Khamdo and Oktai lying on the floor, the furniture moved to the side. Temur, Khamdo’s friend, paced back and forth. Danzen recognized Chuluun and Naran, the husband and wife team who ran the Sarten’s restaurant. Naran was kneeling on the ground in front of Oktai, who lay deadly still. 
 
    “Where’s Sarnai?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “I didn’t want her to see this…” Naran said. “I didn’t want us to all be gathered in the same place after what happened.” 
 
    Danzen knew that this was a smart precaution, but it still reminded him of Norwin Dawa and Soko’s surprise attack, and how it had disrupted the delicate balance of life in the village. 
 
    “We need to put them to sleep,” Jelmay as Dalan said. “Stop your pacing, and go get us some night root.” 
 
    “Night root?” Temur asked. The shorter man who often took carpenter jobs with Khamdo turned to them, breathing heavily now, his chin collapsed into his neck. “I’m not leaving him. I was with him when he fell.” 
 
    “We need to keep them asleep,” Jelmay said. “And what do you mean by ‘fell?’” 
 
    “We were just about to get started on a job and he just fell; he’s been stiff as a board ever since.” 
 
    “Do we need to go back there?” Danzen asked Jelmay quietly, referring to the Tavern at the Edge of the World, where they had retrieved Khamdo’s and Oktai’s souls. 
 
    “No…” Jelmay said. “What about Oktai?” 
 
    “He was cutting carrots and he just went stiff,” Naran said. “My poor baby brother…” 
 
    “Their bodies are rejecting the tooth…” Jelmay crouched next to Naran and observed the wound he had stitched up, the soul-infused tooth inside. The wound pulsed, and it was purple like a plum. Jelmay slowly placed his hand on the wound.  
 
    Oktai winced, the young man suddenly coming alive and writhing against the floor. “Stop, stop!” he cried before letting out a gasp and relaxing again. 
 
    “I was hoping this vessel would work,” Jelmay said under his breath, “but their bodies have not only rejected the tooth, they are actively becoming nozuchi.” 
 
    “Say that again?” Temur asked. The stocky man now stood in the doorway, just about to head out when he heard the diagnosis. 
 
    “It’s not as bad as it seems. It’s a lot better than what they were like before, without a soul. I just need to…” Jelmay looked up at the ceiling for a moment, biting his lip as he thought over his options. “Keep them here for the next day or so, so they can sleep. And by the will of Sunyata, get some night root. This will give me time to consult someone who will know how to fix this.” 
 
    “It didn’t work last time, how are we supposed to trust you this time?” Temur asked, coming forward with a finger pointed at Jelmay. Danzen stepped in front of him; Temur quickly lowered the finger, his arm tensing. 
 
    “You’re angry.”  
 
    “Yes, I’m angry, look what’s happened to my friend. Look what…” Temur threw his hands up in the air. “Something isn’t right about any of this. The Dalan I know should be able to cure something easy like this.” 
 
    “This isn’t some issue that can be cured through medicinal means,” Jelmay told him, his voice thinning. “His soul was taken from his body. We have put it back in his body, but his body is rejecting our vessel. I know who to speak to. Keep them asleep.” 
 
    “And that’s all?” Naran asked, her eyes flitting with concern as she once again looked at Oktai. 
 
    “I will come back with a solution. Keep them asleep, unless you want them to turn into giant snakes. I’ll return as soon as humanly possible.” Jelmay stood and approached Danzen. “We need to go.” 
 
    They stepped out, Yeni and Enkhmaa waiting outside.  
 
    “What’s happening?” Yeni asked, the teenager now with her arms crossed over her chest. Enkhmaa mirrored her posture, the young girl crossing her arms even higher, to the point that they almost touched the bottom of her chin. 
 
    “Make sure that they get them night root,” Jelmay told Yeni. “We will be back soon as we can. It may be a day or two. Keep them comfortable, and keep them sedated.” 
 
    “I don’t understand…” Yeni started to say. 
 
    The door behind them popped open and Temur came barging out. “So we’re supposed to just keep them sedated? What kind of cure is that? Did you say they are going to turn into snakes?” 
 
    “Pilgrim, do your thing so we can get on with it,” Jelmay told the former assassin. 
 
    “Enough,” Danzen told them, just as Chuluun and Naran were stepping out as well. “Keep them sedated using night root. Do not worry, do not look for someone to blame. We will be back soon.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Jelmay said once they reached the main road, the two turning toward his monastery. They came to the outskirts of the village, butterflies and bees buzzing over the fields that stretched all the way to the Asura Forest, a late afternoon haze heavy in the air. 
 
    “You seriously do not use that Demon Speak ability enough. You could have used it to get us anything we wanted in Selden’s place earlier today,” the bakeneko told him as they continued toward Danzen’s monastery. “Including those yokai books you wanted.” 
 
    “That’s not what the power is for.” 
 
    “If I had the power to force anyone to do whatever I wanted, I wouldn’t be living at the foothill of the monastery, I’ll tell you that.” Jelmay shook his head, his form slowly starting to morph into that of a chubby, bipedal cat in a little vest.  
 
    “You have money. You could live somewhere else.” 
 
    “How many times do I have to tell you about my vision?” Jelmay asked. “I’m supposed to stick around for a reason. I don’t know that reason, but it’s likely to guide you in some way.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t say anything. He simply walked alongside the shapeshifting yokai, wondering if they should be moving faster. Jelmay eventually picked up on this desire once he had trouble keeping up with the former assassin. 
 
    “There is no sense in running,” Jelmay told him with a huff. “We’re not going to be able to go where we need to go tonight anyway.”  
 
    “Why’s that?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “For one, we need to visit Osul.” 
 
    “The yokai village?” 
 
    “No, the human village. Yes, the yokai village. That’s where we need to go. I have an old friend there who owes me a favor. He’ll know what to do. But we can’t set out tonight. You know the whole deal, don’t travel in the forest at night. Although, I’m sure you can get away with it, and I would bet good kip that you and I would be able to reach there without much trouble. But Kudzu, you know how she is. Yip, yip, yip. She’d be going on and on about it being dangerous, and sure enough, her negative thoughts would probably put us up against a terrible rare yokai that sucks all of our souls out through a hole in our skull. I’ll spare you the details.” 
 
    “So we leave in the morning?” 
 
    “You’re catching on,” Jelmay told him. “And yes, the morning. We can leave first thing. Now, I don’t know about you, but I’m starving. I hope that Kudzu took it upon herself to take her human form and cook us a proper dinner, but likely not. What a disappointment. I was hoping we would stop by Sarnai’s place on the way out, but I have a feeling she’s not doing so well at the moment. Bah. Poor woman. We’ll get it right this time, though.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen and Jelmay reached the base of the hill, the former assassin assuming that his counterpart would head to his own home tucked away from the main road. But the bakeneko joined him instead, the two ascending the hill, where they found Kudzu seated near Yama at the front of Danzen’s monastery.  
 
    The stone lion dog made his way over to him. Danzen placed his hand on the yokai’s head, Yama looking up to the former assassin. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Kudzu asked.  
 
    The sun hadn’t fully set yet, but it was getting closer and closer, maybe another hour before darkness spread like cool silk over the valley. 
 
    “You’re not going to believe what we got into.” Jelmay plopped down on the ground, his feet kicked out in front of him. “Long story short, well you know what? Let’s go with long story long, and I’ll just tell you everything. Gather around, my fox friend.” 
 
    “Get on with it, Jelmay,” she said with a sigh. 
 
    “We went to the village, had a great meal, just in case you are wondering. Then we went to Chutham to sell the sugawara armor, which somehow ended up with us buying more of it so Danzen can make himself a suit.” 
 
    “Out of their armor?” 
 
    “That’s right. It seems that these misguided yokai are going to keep attacking the monastery until we, and by ‘we’ I mean ‘he,’ kills their creator. So, that’s something Danzen can do another day. To be honest, I thought that that’s what we would end up getting into, until we came back to the village and…” Jelmay ran his hand over his head, his ears popping back to attention. “I really thought it would work.” 
 
    “That what would work?” 
 
    “That binding their souls to a nozuchi tooth would keep them in their body, Khamdo and Oktai. Sure, that part worked, but…” He grinned at Kudzu. 
 
    The white fox looked from Jelmay to Danzen with confusion. 
 
    “They are going to become nozuchi, or some bastardized human version, if we don’t act,” Jelmay said casually. “We need to go to Osul first thing in the morning to see about a remedy.” 
 
    “But you aren’t welcome there,” Kudzu reminded Jelmay. 
 
    “I’m not, but I have an acquaintance there who would know how to deal with this. So that’s what we’re going to do. Don’t you have your friend there as well?” 
 
    “Kikikaki, yes.” 
 
    “And her son, right? Little weird white thing? Kikikaki can cook well, if I recall. Maybe we’ll bring her some fish and make a day trip out of it.” The bakeneko rubbed his paws together. “I must say, I’m excited now. Hopefully, we’ll be back to the village by tomorrow night, we will cure those two guys officially, and then…” Jelmay looked to Danzen. “We’re heading west.” 
 
    “All of us?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “You don’t have to go,” Danzen said.  
 
    “But she is going, and I’m going, I already told you this, Pilgrim,” Jelmay said, his stomach grumbling. “Do you hear that sound? There must be something to eat around here. And before you offer… I’m not interested in your grain balls, which really could benefit from a new name.” 
 
    “I’ll get some fish.” 
 
    “Now you’re talking,” Jelmay said to Danzen, licking his lips.  
 
    “It’s getting dark.” 
 
    Jelmay snickered at Kudzu’s comment. “See? I told you she’d say something like that.” 
 
    “Stay here, Jelmay,” Kudzu said in a harsh tone. “We’ll be back.” 
 
    “Don’t mind if I do. I’ve been walking too much today anyway.” 
 
    “Come,” Kudzu told Danzen, the two moving into the monastery.  
 
    He placed his burlap sack down and kept his weapons on him as he followed her out the back door, their movement startling Basan, who clucked and released a fake ball of fire as they moved past her. 
 
    Danzen expected Kudzu to say something about Jelmay’s often-abrasive nature, but she didn’t, the white fox moving even faster now as she headed toward the hills behind his home. He liked keeping up with her when she traveled like this, Danzen feeling like he was much closer to himself than he was when he was in social environments. 
 
    “We need to keep changing our fishing spots,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “Or hunt for something else,” Danzen told her. 
 
    “Actually…” She looked up at him, a smile taking shape on her face. “Are you interested in hunting?” 
 
    “I was raised to be a hunter,” he told her. 
 
    “Good. Let’s try to get something. You go for a mountain goat, and I will see if I can find a rabbit or two. We’ll meet back here before sundown.” 
 
    Rather than reply, Danzen simply turned to one of the paths he had taken before that led into the mountains, the former assassin crawling up onto a rock ledge and creeping forward.  
 
    He came around a bend and moved to an even higher point, Danzen wishing he hadn’t brought his Blade of Darkness with him. Every time he crouched, he felt the pole brush against the ground, which made enough noise that it would startle a creature in the nearby vicinity. 
 
    Danzen lowered into a small gully, and was just coming up to the other side when he got a visual of Diyu, the sky red, pockets of black, the setting sun only making his father’s home more omnipotent. 
 
    He spotted a goat scaling up the side of a rock, the goat trying to get to a vertical shrub. 
 
    Danzen loosed his blade, the goat dead before it knew what killed it. It slid down the rock and Danzen approached the goat, withdrawing his blade from its neck. He wiped Astra against the goat, staining its white and gray fur with its own blood. From there, he hoisted the goat over his shoulder and started back toward the meeting place.  
 
    Kudzu was waiting for him and, by the time he arrived, had two rabbits laid out before her. 
 
    “Tonight, we feast,” she said, smiling at him, her black lips covered in blood. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It turned out to be quite the meal, Jelmay handling the carcasses and leaving Danzen to cook the meat with spices he had on hand. In the end, Jelmay ended up taking what was left of the meat to his home at the bottom of the hill so he could dry it out and make jerky. 
 
    “Trust me, it will come in handy on our trip west. But don’t you worry, Kudzu,” he told the white fox. “When we do come across a restaurant, I’m going to treat you to the finest meal available. The best hotels too. I know you don’t like being human, so I will spoil you until you do. How’s that sound?” 
 
    “You always are trying to stir things up, aren’t you?” she asked him. Kudzu now rested on the ground outside the monastery, the inside too hot and stuffy from the cooking. There wasn’t much air circulation in the place, something that Danzen would have to see to at some point. For now, they had the front and back door open, hoping the draft would press through the building and carry out some of the heat. 
 
    “I’m just me, your favorite bakeneko,” he said, waving his hand over his shoulder as he headed down the hill with the meat. “I’ll see you two bright and early in the morning. Get ready for an adventure.” 
 
    Once he was gone, Kudzu turned to Danzen. “Why don’t I like the sound of that?” 
 
    “Because last time he said something similar we ended up going to the gates of hell,” Danzen said. 
 
    “And then the fox shrine.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “We should go back to the shrine once we return from the west. I know you have said now that you don’t want to learn to bend your echo, but I believe you are making a mistake.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” he asked her. 
 
    “Because you are already so incredibly powerful, yet you don’t have control over your ability,” she said cautiously. “I believe bending your echo would allow you to have control. Not only that, we don’t know what’s coming next…” 
 
    This was something Danzen whole-heartedly agreed with.  
 
    He knew what the Diyu Brotherhood could throw at him, and while he could handle most of it, if they came in large enough teams, it could certainly lead to his defeat. He also was aware of his half-brother, and assumed there were other things out there that were interested in him.  
 
    “Maybe you’re right about that.” 
 
    “Maybe? You know I’m right. And by the sound of it, you’re staying, right? Here in the Valley?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t say anything. 
 
    “I’m so glad you’re staying,” Kudzu said softly, her gaze on the horizon, the moon casting a pale light onto the canopy of the Asura Forest. 
 
    “I am…” Danzen offered a sigh of relief. “I am, too.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen and Kudzu both slept outside the monastery that night, the two resting on the hill while Yama kept guard. Danzen awoke before the white fox, the former assassin sitting up and listening to the early morning sounds, a rabbit rustling through the grass, insects, fleeting birdsong, nature coming alive. 
 
    He checked on Basan and retrieved the egg she had laid, the chicken quiet for once, offering him just a few fiery clucks. He returned to the front of the monastery to see Jelmay already making his way up the hill, the chubby cat in his little vest as always, his big eyes bloodshot once he reached him. 
 
    “Who gets to wake the fox?” Jelmay asked. The bakeneko held a plate stacked high with meat, which he offered to Danzen. “I went ahead and fried up some meat.” 
 
    “I have an egg.” 
 
    “Well, have some meat too. Kudzu will eat the rest, I’m sure of it.” Jelmay placed the plate on the ground and yawned as he plopped down next to the white fox. “The sooner we get to Osul, the sooner we can get back to the village and heal your people. I’m sorry about that, by the way. I know you are upset that it didn’t work.” 
 
    “I’m fine. I just don’t want them hurt.” 
 
    “They won’t be hurt, they’ll be snakes. Which means they will hurt other people, and you definitely don’t want that, especially if you have to kill them. But hey, at least it was an interesting science experiment, right? I mean, now we know, if someone ever has their soul sucked out of them, sure, journey to the Tavern at the Edge of the World, but don’t use a nozuchi tooth to house their soul on the way back. It’s now a known variable. That’s why we have to go to this guy in Osul. He’ll know what to do. And if he doesn’t, you can just kill him and we’ll figure something else out.” 
 
    “Why would I do that?” Danzen asked as he took a bite of the meat Jelmay had prepared. It was lukewarm, but well-marinated, filling. 
 
    “You remember that rare yokai that Selden wanted? The jade rabbit? That’s who we’re going to, one of those rabbits. A gyokuto, as they were once known.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you say something about this yesterday?” 
 
    “First of all, I’ve already told you how I feel about this Selden guy trading in yokai body parts. Secondly, if you recall, we didn’t know at that time that Khamdo and Oktai were going to need rescuing. Anyway, this particular jade rabbit I know goes by the name Usagi. He’s a wily little fellow, but he’ll know what to do. You can kill him after.” 
 
    “Again, why would I do that?” 
 
    “Because it’s what you’re good at,” Jelmay said. “You’re a professional! I’m teasing. No need to scowl at me. Me and this rabbit, let’s just say we’ve had our differences.” 
 
    “Why does that not surprise me?” Kudzu said, stirring. 
 
    “There’s everyone’s favorite white fox! I brought you some meat, Kudzu. Eat, eat.” He returned his focus to the former assassin. “What I’m trying to say is this: Usagi may or may not be willing to help us. If he’s not, you know what to do.” 
 
    “I’m not going to kill a rabbit for you, Jelmay.” 
 
    “Why not? You did last night. Or was that you, Kudzu?” 
 
    “It was me,” the fox told him. 
 
    “Think of it like this, Pilgrim: if you do, you’ll get your yokai books, and if you get the information on how to deal with these two before they turn into nozuchi, you’ll get your books and you’ll get to keep your friends. It really sounds like a win-win.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting he kill him regardless of if he can help or not?” 
 
    “Of course I am,” Jelmay told Kudzu. “He’s a little rabbit. Have you seen this rabbit before? You must know Usagi. Everyone knows him.” 
 
    “I can’t say that I do.” Kudzu slowly made her way over to the meat. She sniffed it once, judging it before starting to pick up the food. 
 
    “You know you like it,” Jelmay said. “Between the two of you, I’ve got a former assassin who is dark and brooding all the time, and a white fox who hates me, or at least pretends to do so. Personally, I think you secretly like me.” 
 
    “Let’s not analyze each other this early in the morning,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “Agreed. Back to this rabbit, Usagi. We may have to kill him. I can do it; I have a sword as you may recall… Speaking of which, I will need to pick it up on the way back down the hill. I didn’t bring it with me. I should grab my shield too. Maybe I could just bash Usagi with my shield. He’s not very large.” 
 
    “I thought we were going to talk to him to get a cure,” Kudzu said, growing annoyed with the bakeneko. 
 
    “Go to talk, go to kill, is there really a difference? Eat your breakfast, let’s get on our way. I’ll tell you more about him once you have some food in your bellies. Hopefully, everything will be fine. If it’s not, well, you know what to do.” Jelmay brought a claw to his neck and gestured as if he were slitting his throat. 
 
    Danzen and Kudzu exchanged glances, the fox’s eyes narrowing on him, letting him know of her disapproval. 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    After their meal, an idea came to Danzen, a way to accomplish several things in one trip. 
 
    “Do you know, or does this friend of yours perhaps know, where to find the sugawara that keeps attacking me?” 
 
    Jelmay, who was still sitting on the hillside, considered this question for a moment. “He probably does. Usagi is able to communicate with certain yokai that give him a pretty far reach across the valley, plus he fancies himself a know-it-all. We could ask. I mean, why not? There’s really nothing to lose.” 
 
    “I have all this discarded armor, as you know. If we’re going to go after this sugawara as well…” 
 
    Jelmay snorted. “Normally, I would say ‘save the vengeance trip for another time.’ But I’m in a gracious mood, and I don’t want you to get electrocuted. I’m pretty sure that Usagi is already going to want to exchange a favor for a favor, that’s if he grants the favor, so what’s one more ask?” 
 
    “Can you just be clear about this rabbit?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    Jelmay shrugged. “What’s there to be clear about? We had a falling out. Is that what you want to hear? Let’s just keep it at that. If Usagi does try anything, we have Pilgrim over here ready to get the answer that we want. I can’t wait to see the look on that rabbit’s stupid face when you draw your sword.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t take the bait. “Then I will get started on the clothing.” 
 
    “It’s going to take more than a single pair of hands to get you outfitted in that armor,” Jelmay said. He stood, and began to morph into the same blonde-haired man Danzen had seen him shift into the previous day. “Don’t worry about my appearance; just a neutral role I have played in the past, Kudzu. You need to change too. You’re not going to be too helpful as a fox seamstress.” 
 
    “I can help in this form.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with being human? Do we need to get you some clothing? Is that it? I’m sure Pilgrim here has some extra robes. Before we head west, I’ll make sure we get you some custom-made pieces over in Chutham, just so you know.” 
 
    “For some reason, I think you just like to see me as a human.” 
 
    “What can I say?” Jelmay said with a shrug. “It’s something different.” 
 
    “Fine.” Kudzu stepped into the monastery, returning a few minutes later as a human, wearing Danzen’s clothing. She still had white hair, and her ears were pointed, but other than that, and aside from her oversized clothing, she was passable as a human. 
 
    The next hour flew by, the three working on pieces of armor Danzen had stripped from the sugawara’s foot soldiers.  
 
    Working with the fabric was similar to working with thin leather, which made it just a bit harder to manage. It had a similar feel as well. Eventually, Danzen had to remove the tops of his robes so they could fit the armor over his skin and see where adjustments were needed. He was a little hesitant that it would even work, but if it gave him even a small buffer against the sugawara’s attacks, it would be worth it. 
 
    In the end they had enough of the material to make an overcoat of sorts, Danzen using the excess fabric to put together a hood. He fashioned a crude buttoning system at the front of the overcoat and tried it on a final time, the dark material cool against his skin. 
 
    The material was a bit thick, but he managed to fit the folded overcoat into his satchel. This meant he wouldn’t be able to bring much else with him, which was fine, considering he was traveling with companions. He did, however, make room for his field diary. 
 
    He still needed to look up this jade rabbit, this gyokuto. Skimming briefly through the pages handwritten by Abbot Mergen, Danzen located the jade rabbit, glad to see that there was actually information on the yokai: 
 
    The gyokuto, or jade rabbit, is named after the myth of the rabbit in the moon. According to the myth, a snow monkey, a fox, and a rabbit were traveling in the Panchen Mountains when they came across an old hermit dying from exhaustion. The three animals felt sorry for the old man, and tried to save him. The snow monkey was able to grab some roots and other plants by scavenging around the mountains. The fox caught a few fish for the old hermit. The rabbit wasn’t able to find anything to help the man, so he asked the fox and the monkey to help him build a fire to keep the man warm. The rabbit then jumped into the fire, offering his own meat for the hermit. 
 
    Danzen turned the page to finish the myth. 
 
    Upon seeing the rabbit’s compassion and selflessness, the hermit revealed himself to be a saint of Sunyata. He lifted the rabbit and placed him in the moon, so future generations lost in the mountains would have their path lit, and all could be inspired by the rabbit’s magnanimity. 
 
    “Are you going to stand here all day and read, or are we heading to Osul?” Jelmay said as he came back in from outside.  
 
    Danzen closed his field diary and placed it in a satchel. He grabbed Astra, his Blade of Darkness, and stepped out of the monastery. After locking up, he headed down the hill with the two of them, Kudzu now back in her fox form.  
 
    They made their way past Jelmay’s home, the cat stopping by to grab his sword and his shield. After Jelmay had a second helping of meat, the three moved deeper into the Asura Forest, where they came to a small brook, Kudzu suggesting they go one way, Jelmay the other. 
 
    “Trust me, my way is faster,” he told her, pointing a claw toward the west. 
 
    “But your way cuts through an area that most yokai try to avoid, near the Dark Springs.” 
 
    “The Dark Springs?” Jelmay waved her concern away. “There’s nothing that can get you out there, not with two sword-wielding warriors accompanying you.” 
 
    She rolled her gray eyes. “Now you are a warrior?” 
 
    “Sure.” He puffed his chest out and started walking in the direction he had just gestured toward. 
 
    “I guess we’re going this way,” Kudzu said under her breath as Danzen turned to Jelmay. 
 
    “If it’s faster, that’s all that matters.” Danzen recalled Jelmay telling him they had a few days to save Khamdo and Oktai; even still, the former assassin was having second thoughts about going after the sugawara. It would only make sense if the yokai’s location was close to Osul. Otherwise, they would have to save that little quest for another time. 
 
    Jelmay called for a break after an hour of walking, the bakeneko crouching to drink from a stream. Kudzu did the same, Danzen the last to take a sip.  
 
    This area was different from the other parts of the Asura Forest he had been before, many of the trees covered in thick black vines, several streams as well with yellow water lilies floating on their surfaces. 
 
    He could smell the yellow lilies, which had a musky scent, and he was just about to reach for one when he noticed something in the water’s reflection.  
 
    Thwonk! 
 
    Danzen moved aside as an arrow came in his direction, passing just over his shoulder. 
 
    “See?” the white fox hissed to Jelmay. “I told you coming through here was a bad idea.” 
 
    “Arrows?”  
 
    Thwonk! 
 
    Another arrow flew in the cat’s direction, Jelmay lucky to be turned around at the moment, the arrow striking the shield that he wore on his back. 
 
    “Get down!” Danzen told both of them as he reached for his famed blade. 
 
    He could have sworn the arrow had come from the left, from a location just above a knot on an enormous tree. He loosed his blade toward it, Danzen just barely able to knock the next arrow out of the air. 
 
    Ready to rely completely on his enhanced power, he sent energy into his legs and leaped into the trees, pressing past the canopy. Another arrow whistled past him, Danzen turning just in time to avoid it. 
 
    He knew that he was going to run out of luck soon. 
 
    Coming back down, he drew his Blade of Darkness, which summoned the shadows all around him, of which there were plenty because of the large trees and their foliage. He swung his glaive toward where the last arrow had come from, an incredible swath of darkness ripping through the forest, powerful enough to cut through the trees and the vines. 
 
    The resulting collapse tore up the roots of a mangled old tree and brought down several others, some vines holding strong as branches ripped at them, as the ground quaked. 
 
    Danzen got down low, his glaive at his side as he gathered more shadows to send forward again. 
 
    “Wait,” Jelmay said as he peeked his head up.  
 
    Danzen noticed a flash of sparkling white charge forward. 
 
    “Relax, Pilgrim. You got it,” the bakeneko told him.  
 
    Kudzu returned seconds later with what looked like a quiver of arrows, if a quiver of arrows could be a living thing, with large, lip-like flaps, its form writhing. The quiver even had a pair of eyes, both of which were now shut.  
 
    Kudzu dropped it on the ground at Danzen’s feet. 
 
    “It’s a furuutsubo,” she said. 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “A possessed quiver,” Jelmay said as he came forward. He stomped at it; the quiver opened its eyes a final time before expiring. “A dead, possessed quiver.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen didn’t know what to make of it. The quiver looked like any other quiver now, even made of leather, and clearly not alive. Yet it had just opened its eyes and looked at him; he could have sworn he even heard it wheeze. 
 
    “What’s it called again?” he asked as he sheathed his Blade of Darkness.  
 
    “A furuutsubo,” said Jelmay, the bakeneko examining Danzen’s destruction, several of the trees either knocked over or cut in half. “Remind us to call on you next time we need to clear some wood.” 
 
    Danzen reached into his satchel and found his field diary. He flipped through it once, looking for the name. 
 
    “I doubt you’ll find it in there,” said Jelmay. “It’s another one of the rarer yokai, similar to the sugawara. It wasn’t born on its own; it was something that was possessed and later became sentient.” 
 
    “Not true,” said Kudzu. “The sugawara is, or was, a demon. It just got stuck here and it now creates spawn. If you recall, the sugawara appeared in Genshin Valley long before the fall of Sunyata. A poet made a deal with a heavenly being who had come to take his wife. What he didn’t know at the time was that there was a demon inside of her.” 
 
    “I remember now,” Danzen said, recalling that the poet met with the heavenly being and the demon tried to ambush them, the demon struck down by a bolt of lightning and subsequently getting stuck in the Valley. 
 
    “The furuutsubo is the spirit of a warrior,” said Kudzu. “You may also recall some of our encounters in the forest; there are plenty of dead soldiers that have lost their lives here. Some feed into beings like the jubokko tree. Others simply die, but their weapons, which perhaps were forged in Sunyata, or with remnants from the heavens, live on. In this case, this quiver likely belonged to an archer who took very good care of it. The archer died, and the quiver developed a life force, which you have officially taken.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” Danzen said, his hand naturally going to the hilt of his sword. Would his weapon one day carry a similar fate? 
 
    Danzen let the conversation end at that point. They were safe for now; they needed to move on. 
 
    The three had only walked for a few minutes before Kudzu looked over her shoulder at Jelmay, who was already lagging behind as he stuffed a piece of the meat left over from last night in his face.  
 
    “We’re almost there,” he told her. “Stop your worrying.” 
 
    Danzen couldn’t remember how long it had taken them to get from his monastery to Osul on their previous visit, but this path seemed faster, the three coming to the yokai village in the time it took Kudzu and Jelmay to finish bickering.  
 
    The mysterious yokai village started off with a rocky outcrop, homes built into the yellow and red bedrock but hidden enough that if someone stumbled upon the place, a human wouldn’t recognize it as an actual village. The village spread out into a wooded area with enormous trees, homes cut directly into their trunks. This was where Kikikaki and her son lived, Danzen wondering if they would pay the two a visit. They had failed to catch a fish for Kikikaki to cook along the way, and he didn’t want to impose.  
 
    Rather than head into the wooded section of the village, Jelmay turned left, Kudzu muttering something under her breath about how people didn’t want him here. 
 
    “I’m aware; I’m also aware that all eyes are on me right now,” the bakeneko said as he took a set of stairs cut into the sediment, a few weeds sticking out of their crevices. “Tell you what, fox, let’s just go ahead and clear the air.” 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    Jelmay cleared his throat. “Attention, Osul villagers: if anyone has anything to say, anything at all, and they really want to see what I’m capable of, or bring up something that has happened in the past, come on out and let me know,” he said loudly. “Get your sword ready,” Jelmay whispered to Danzen. 
 
    “Are you insane?” Kudzu asked once they reached the top of the stone steps. “We’re not here to fight anyone, especially for you.” 
 
    “I just challenged everyone in the village. You know what kinds of things live in this place. Just in case. Pilgrim, be ready. Kudzu, you too.” 
 
    Jelmay drew his sword, panting for a moment as he waited for an inevitable attack. When no attack came, he turned his focus back toward the rock. “Usagi. I know you’re in there.” He pointed his blade at a particular hovel with a small shrub growing to the side of the entrance. “Come on out, let’s settle this once and for all.” 
 
    Danzen slowly reached for the grip of his sword as he sensed movement. A small gray rabbit hopped out of the hovel, his appearance causing the former assassin to lower his hand. 
 
    “You have some nerve showing up here,” the rabbit, who Danzen assumed was Usagi, said to the bakeneko, “some nerve.” 
 
    Kudzu came forward, the white fox trying to exude an air of calm. “What did Jelmay do to upset you?” she asked the jade rabbit. 
 
    Usagi narrowed his eyes on Jelmay. “He knows damn well what he did.” 
 
    “Look, everyone lost money on that deal. And it’s not like you didn’t get some kip eventually. Usagi, come on, it’s me, your old pal Jelmay. Let’s be honest with each other: we’re both yokai. Money is a human construct and it has no real value, yet people slave their entire lives for a taste of it. It doesn’t mean anything to us. We just dabble. Hell, if you want some, you can have the kip I’ve got stashed in my front pocket here. I’ve also got some meat if you feel like nibbling on something.” 
 
    “It’s not about the money. My brother died. You know that. And I don’t want your meat!” 
 
    Jelmay threw his arms up in the air. “And? No one liked your brother. You yourself said you didn’t like your brother. It wasn’t my fault that he died. An arrow hit him. Now you have to ask yourself, did I shoot the arrow? No. It was someone else who shot the arrow, a human to be exact. The same one who was watching over the kip we were trying to lift. Look, if you want money…” 
 
    “It’s not about the money, Jelmay.” 
 
    “So what is it about? Is this about the remnant? Because I told you, I don’t know where that remnant is. I saw it once, maybe I even had it for a short while, a couple years even, but I no longer have it and you know how those things go. People turn them into weapons, or snort them, or use them as a suppository. That’s none of my business.” 
 
    “I already told you this is about my brother!” 
 
    “Again with the sibling thing. Look, Usagi, your brother shouldn't have died, but it’s not my fault that he did,” Jelmay told him. “That arrow could have hit anyone. That’s real talk for you. We just had a crazed furuutsubo attack us; arrows are a fact of life.” 
 
    “What can we do to make this better?” Kudzu asked, brushing past Jelmay and causing him to turn. 
 
    “Hey…” he started to tell her. 
 
    “Let me handle this. Usagi,” she said, the white fox bowing her head some. “I know that our bakeneko companion can…” Kudzu glanced up at the sky for a moment, trying to find the right word. “I know he can be a vexation, but we need your help. We have two people whose souls were taken by an akaname, and according to Jelmay, you may know how to fix this.” 
 
    “An akaname, huh?” Usagi’s whiskers twitched. “Nasty ones, they are. Grimy too.” 
 
    “They should be clean considering they mostly live in bathhouses,” Jelmay commented. 
 
    Kudzu gave him a sharp look and he stopped speaking. “We went to the Tavern at the Edge of the World to retrieve their souls,” she explained, “and he used nozuchi teeth as vessels for their souls so we could bring them back to Suja Village.” 
 
    “You don’t say…” Usagi shook his head. “Why would you do something stupid like that, Jelmay? Now, they are just going to become nozuchi.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that at the time!” 
 
    “Yes, we are painfully aware of what has started happening to them,” Kudzu said. “And that’s why we have come to you for a cure.” 
 
    “So you needed to keep their souls in their bodies, but get the nozuchi teeth out, which their souls are bound to…” The jade rabbit’s tail twitched for a moment as he considered this. “I suppose that is a possibility.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s why we’re here,” Kudzu told him. 
 
    “Unfortunately, I refuse to work with the cat,” he said, nodding to Jelmay. “I’m sorry you made the journey for no good reason. Good luck.” 
 
    “Going after the kip was your idea to begin with,” Jelmay started to tell Usagi. “By the merry flagons of Sunyata, I’m not the one that—” 
 
    “Quiet,” Kudzu hissed. “You won’t be working with him, Usagi. You will be working with me, and this human. Think of it like that.” 
 
    “Yes, this human. I’ve heard about you, Pilgrim.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Rumor has it that you are half-demon,” Usagi said as he peered up at Danzen with dark eyes. “Is this correct?” 
 
    Danzen nodded again, but this time ever-so-slightly. 
 
    “Bah, word sure spreads fast in this forest,” Jelmay said. “A bunch of gossips, if you ask me. I’m guessing you know that his father is the ruler of Diyu, but his mother is still alive, and his full demon-blooded half-brother—try saying that three times fast—is out there somewhere. I’m not saying that his father will pay Osul a visit and destroy the village if you don’t help us, Usagi, but I’m not saying he won’t.” 
 
    “Quiet,” Kudzu told Jelmay, gritting her teeth this time. 
 
    Usagi’s ears flattened as he glared at Jelmay. “Why have you let this rambunctious, if not incredibly foolish bakeneko, join you?” 
 
    “He’s a friend,” Danzen said, surprising even Kudzu, who tilted her head toward him, as if she needed to hear this statement again. 
 
    “See?” Jelmay asked. “I’ve got friends. A white fox and a former assassin. Speaking of which. That would be a great name for a future fable about the two of them once we save the world. I guess we should add me as well, considering I’m part of the group: a white fox, a former assassin, and a bakene—” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what,” Usagi said, cutting Jelmay off. “I will help you if you help me. I can’t tell you how bad of an idea it is to bring this one along with you, but if that is your choice, I won’t get in your way. If you want me to help you, I need for something to be handled in exchange.” 
 
    “Go on,” said Kudzu. 
 
    “There is a hihi living along the riverbank that separates the forest from the Panchen Mountains due east. This hihi has been terrorizing our village for a couple months now, showing up unannounced.” 
 
    “A hihi?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “What a terribly stupid name,” said Jelmay. 
 
    “I’m surprised Kikikaki didn’t mention this hihi to me,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “That’s right, you’re friends with her, right?” 
 
    “I am,” she told Usagi. 
 
    “She probably didn’t mention it because you had something else you needed to do the last time you came through here. Here’s the deal: bring me the hihi’s horns, and I will help you cure your friends.” 
 
    “You will come to the village with us?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “Sure. I’m not really worried about anyone seeing me in this form.” 
 
    “We have something else we would like to handle,” Danzen began, telling Usagi about the sugawara and how the electric yokai had attacked his monastery twice.  
 
    “You are in luck,” Usagi told him. “That particular demonic yokai happens to live near the area where the hihi usually roams. I believe that you would be able to accomplish the slaying of both in a day, but you would need to find shelter for the night unless you really hurried back here.” 
 
    “I believe that is possible,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “That damn sugawara is about as terrible as the hihi anyway,” Usagi lamented, “so no fur off my back if you take them both out.” 
 
    “Funny how easy it is for you to send us to do your dirty work…” Jelmay grumbled. 
 
    “To find the sugawara,” Usagi said, ignoring Jelmay’s remark, “head into the mountains until you come to a peak carved into a crescent shape. It lives there.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Danzen told him. 
 
    “I would say there’s time to visit with your friend, Kikikaki,” he told Kudzu, “but now that you’ve added an additional stop, you may want to be on your way.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, offering the jade rabbit another bow. “We will do that.” 
 
    “And as for you, Jelmay…” Usagi approached the bakeneko, his nostrils flaring wide. “Don’t for a minute think that I have forgiven you, or that our little feud is suddenly over.” 
 
    “I don’t want to kill you, Usagi, but if I have to, I will,” Jelmay growled. “You know that, right? Cats kill rabbits every day. It’s sort of what we do best. That and mice.” 
 
    “Just you wait, Jelmay,” Usagi said, an even deeper scowl forming on the rabbit’s face. “Just you wait.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen and his two yokai companions left Osul heading east, and as soon as they were away from the village, Kudzu began chiding Jelmay in hushed tones. 
 
    “You really could have made it easier back there.” 
 
    “I was trying to make it easy! I just showed up, and Usagi was angry about something that’s not even my fault. What am I supposed to do about that?” 
 
    “It’s no wonder you aren’t welcome in the village.”  
 
    “There are plenty of other places where I am welcome, or at least, where people don’t recognize me because I’ve taken the form of a human,” Jelmay said with a grin. “But we can deal with the rabbit later; let’s get this hihi’s horns and be done with it.” 
 
    Danzen reached into his satchel and retrieved his field diary. As they walked, he leafed through until he found the description of the hihi, handwritten by Abbot Mergen.  
 
    The hihi is a terrifying beast that lives along the eastern foothills of the Panchen Mountains. It is a monkey-like yokai that can be up to twice the size of an adult male with sharp claws, long black hair, and muscled arms and legs. The yokai is incredibly fast, and it gets its name from the sound of its laughter. While its laughter may sound comical, it is a violent creature capable of true slaughter, with blood that is bright red. Its blood is sought after by those who trade in yokai parts, and it is said to fuse those who drink it with demonic powers. 
 
    “Do you know about its blood?” Danzen asked Kudzu and Jelmay, who had finally stopped bickering, yet still spoke to each other in strained tones. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve heard about it,” said Jelmay. “If you drink it, the blood gives you demonic power. At least that’s what people think.” 
 
    “Has anyone actually tried to do that?” 
 
    The bakeneko shrugged. “No one I know of. Kudzu?” 
 
    The white fox shook her head as well. 
 
    “You aren’t thinking of drinking it, are you?” he asked Danzen. “Because that would be insane. You already have demonic power.”  
 
    “Aware.” 
 
    The forest grew thick again, dark in a way that reminded Danzen of when he had engaged the mu-onna.  
 
    He still had his mirror mask, and as they came to an enormous tree with roots that pressed out of the ground, he wondered if he would ever meet one again. Likely not, but there was no telling what type of yokai he would encounter in the future.  
 
    They continued on, Danzen thinking about the trip they would make soon to the west, pondering if it was a good idea to bring Kudzu and Jelmay. Kudzu was easy to travel with, yet he didn’t want to put her in harm’s way, and Jelmay… Jelmay was Jelmay, and the trouble he brought with him could outweigh the benefits of having him along. 
 
    But it was nice to be with people, Danzen feeling the way he did on several of the joint missions he’d undertaken as an assassin, when he had been paired up with other members of the Brotherhood. This led him to thinking of Nomin, the blind female assassin who had bent her echo in a way that allowed her to see. Danzen had used this power when facing off against the mu-onna, and as they pressed deeper into the forest, he closed his eyes, calling on it again. 
 
    The former assassin nearly stumbled but caught his balance, Danzen now seeing hints of his surroundings on the inside of his eyelids, everything illuminated. What would it be like if he actually bent his echo? How much stronger would he be? 
 
    He still felt unworthy to implement this power into his repertoire. Even so, part of him knew that his fate was inevitable, that for Danzen to stop the things he knew would eventually come after him would require a change in what he was able to do. 
 
    Especially if his full-demon brother decided to pay him a visit. 
 
    The trees started to press away like someone had folded them backward with the swipe of their hand, the landscape giving way to stone, rocks, and smaller shrubs that were able to find places to take root. They’d reached the foothills of the Panchen Mountains, Diyu closer than Danzen would like it to be. 
 
    He hadn’t been in this area before, the sediment with a reddish tone to it, deep maroons with bright-crimson veins. 
 
    Kudzu stopped, the white fox lifting her snout as she sniffed the air. 
 
    “I smell it too,” Jelmay told her as he withdrew his blade. 
 
    Danzen went for his Blade of Darkness, the weapon much heavier than Astra, and able to summon shadows cast by some of the larger stones. The shadows started to trail toward the tip of his weapon, where they pooled, Danzen getting a sense of their weight. 
 
    The sound that reached his ears next was that of a bear and a lion mixed together, an enormous rock hurling in their direction. 
 
    Danzen cut through it with his Blade of Darkness, a beast coming over the ledge, easily twice his size with a horned head covered in hair and muscular arms, almost ape-like but completely bipedal, something human about the way it carried itself.  
 
    Kudzu skittered to the side just as it charged forward.  
 
    “Hi-hi-hi-hi-hi!” 
 
    Danzen brought his Blade of Darkness to the ready and thrust it forward, a spiral of shadow shooting toward the hihi, the beast laughing madly as it dodged his attack, as it threw itself back into the fight by kicking a rock at Danzen. 
 
    “Hi-hi-hi-hi-hi!” 
 
    Danzen blocked the rock with the pole of his glaive, glad that it didn’t catch his fingers. 
 
    “I’ll give you something to laugh about!” Jelmay swatted his blade at the towering yokai, even though he was only about thigh-high considering the creature’s enormous size.  
 
    The hihi backhanded Jelmay so hard that the bakeneko flew to the other side of the stream. Lying on his back now, on his shield, Jelmay looked over his stomach at the towering yokai and laid his head back down. 
 
    Done. 
 
    Fwwwit! 
 
    Astra slipped into the space beneath the creature’s shoulder, the hihi able to pull it out and toss it to the ground. 
 
    This allowed the boomerang sword to return to Danzen, which it did, the former assassin catching it as he spun his Blade of Darkness forward again, an arc of shadow cutting the beast’s hand off. Thrown into a frenzied rage, the hihi grabbed its own hand and chucked it at Danzen. 
 
    The former assassin stepped aside, some of its bright-red blood misting across his face, and momentarily blinding him.  
 
    “Hi-hi-hi-hi-hi!” 
 
    In the time it took Danzen to wipe the blood out of his eyes, the hihi was able to clear the distance between the two of them, and it would have tackled Danzen to the ground had it not been for Kudzu. 
 
    The white fox came from the left and leaped into the air, burying her teeth into the hihi’s trapezius, clamping down as it roared in pain and tried to throw her off. 
 
    Back in action, Danzen’s Blade of Darkness pressed through the center of the yokai’s body, where he held it, shadows still pooling around its tip as he slowly withdrew the weapon, twisting, making the exit wound three times the size of the entry. 
 
    The move cracked the hihi’s sternum, the white of the creature’s bone visible for a moment before it was saturated with blood, parts of its lungs spilling out, its heart severed and gushing blood. 
 
    The hihi fell face first onto the ground, Danzen pausing with both his weapons drawn, ready to engage it again. 
 
    “Damn thing,” Jelmay said as he hobbled over to the beast of a yokai. He kicked the hihi in the head. “We need to get its horns. If I had a gourd or something, I would collect some of its blood too. You know, that seller of yours would probably be interested in its blood.” 
 
    “If it’s true, if it really does unleash demonic powers, maybe it’s best if we leave it here.” 
 
    “If you say so,” Jelmay told him as he tested the strength of the creature’s horns. 
 
    “Were you expecting to be able to pull them off?” Kudzu asked as she approached, her white face stained crimson. 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll be able to get it off. Pilgrim, I could use something sharp.” 
 
    While Kudzu washed her face in the stream, Danzen positioned himself next to the creature’s head. He waited for his Blade of Darkness to summon enough shadows to cut into the hihi’s skull at an angle, severing its forehead to its crown, some of the yokai’s brains spilling out. 
 
    “That will do,” Jelmay said as he took the horns down to the stream to wash the blood off them. “Whew! That went a lot smoother than I thought it would go. I was expecting it to put up much harder of a fight than that. It makes me think Usagi has gone soft. You know, fifty years ago, that rabbit would have been able to take this lumbering idiot down with a few quick nibbles.” 
 
    “The rabbit fights?” Kudzu asked. Danzen joined her by the river to wash the blood off his face and blades. 
 
    “Of course he fights, or at least he used to. I think he’s going soft in his old age. Happens to the best of them.” Jelmay showed the horns to Danzen. “Make some room in your bag for these bad boys. Also, I’m not going to say we should turn back now rather than go after the sugawara, but it would be much easier to turn back now.” 
 
    “We’re finishing this today,” Danzen said with finality.

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sugawara overcoat they had crafted was much heavier than Danzen Ravja would have liked. He was going to have to limit his movement more than he expected, which was something he noticed once they started their hike into the mountains in search of the crescent-shaped peak.  
 
    There was still daylight left, but the three would need to find shelter in a couple hours unless they made it back to Osul in time. It was certainly too far to travel to his monastery. 
 
    The belt with Danzen’s scabbard affixed to it wasn’t big enough to go around his waist while wearing the electric-proof overcoat, meaning he had to keep the front open for the time being, just in case he needed to draw his weapon. Once they got closer to the peak, Danzen would button it up and keep his sword at the ready. 
 
    It was possible to strap his glaive to his back considering its belt went across his chest, but with the overcoat currently open, this was also something he had avoided, the pole arm of the weapon sticking out of the back collar of his rubbery armor. 
 
    “You and your revenge missions,” Jelmay grumbled after they’d climbed for a while, the cat breathless now, his hands on his knees as he bent forward. “I wish my species sweat better.” 
 
    “This is to help all of us,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “All of us? The sugawara didn’t attack me. I’m perfectly safe in my humblest of humble abodes at the base of your monastery.” 
 
    “But it attacked me,” she reminded him. “Don’t you care about my well-being?” 
 
    Jelmay looked up at her, his droopy whiskers standing to attention for a moment. “I suppose I shouldn’t, but… Alas, I am a weak bakeneko in my old age and I have found myself fond of you, my dear fox friend, which is why I plan to wine and dine you and our assassin over here once we head west on his next revenge mission.” 
 
    “Are you trying to impress me?” she asked. 
 
    “Trying? I thought I already impressed you.” 
 
    Danzen continued on, and was the first to spot the crescent-shaped rock after thirty more minutes of walking. There was a small gully between their current position and the rock, but they were almost there, and there looked to be a flat space on top of the rock which would serve as a perfect meeting ground. 
 
    “I see it,” Jelmay said as he followed Danzen’s gaze. “You’ve got a knack for this, Pilgrim, you really do. Anyone ever tell you that?” 
 
    “I’ve hunted people for most of my life.” 
 
    “What’s assassin training like anyway? I figured you guys just spar all day.” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. “There is some of that, but most fights are defined by their randomness and suddenness. The best way to strike is swiftly, to prevent any prolonged battle. I have failed at this before,” he said, recalling what happened two years ago when he had not put his full effort into killing Palmo Mipham, how Danzen had been forced to jump to the nearby hamlet with the man’s daughter, Sumi, regroup, and then return to the fight. 
 
    It was a disaster.  
 
    He generally didn’t botch his attempts, but his heart hadn’t been in that last one, and Norwin Dawa’s sudden appearance had only amplified an already-terrible situation. 
 
    “But you can train for that kind of stuff,” Jelmay told him. “For randomness.” 
 
    Danzen stopped. “No, no you can’t.” 
 
    The cat turned back to him, a curious look coming over his face. “What do you mean? If you can’t train for sudden randomness, what’s the point of learning how to kill anyway?” 
 
    “When you train, you train for specific scenarios. You practice counter moves, attacks, and even ways to subvert the expected by having some of the trainees act as bodyguards, you as an assassin, or the other way around. You practice stealth, you practice using your environment and taking advantage of an opponent’s weaknesses. But once you are in the field, there are variables. The best training we had was in the field, it was going out with more experienced members of the Brotherhood. Observing, sometimes taking part, hands-on learning. That is the only way.” 
 
    Rather than continue his explanation, Danzen pressed on.  
 
    Once he reached the bottom of the gully, he prepared for the upcoming battle by removing his overcoat so he could retrieve his Blade of Darkness. 
 
    Jelmay reached him, offering to hold Astra while Danzen affixed his Blade of Darkness to his back, over his additional armor. Danzen obliged, and once he was ready, he took the unsheathed sword from Jelmay, leaving his satchel and Astra’s sheath on the ground for now. He could grab them on their way back. 
 
    “And it always comes back to you?” 
 
    He nodded.  
 
    “Unless it gets stuck in something,” Kudzu said, the white fox sitting on a stone, her tail slightly curled. 
 
    “How do you stop your boomerang sword from cutting you when it comes back?” 
 
    “Astra knows better.” 
 
    They were at the point now that they needed to be quiet, Danzen crouching just a bit as he moved to the side of the gully that had some shadow cutting across it. His hood over his head, the former assassin made his way up the incline and found a rocky path, which looked like it would lead up to the flat surface on top of the crescent rock. 
 
    He expected anything now, and he was hardly surprised to see a cloud darkening above them, the demonic yokai surely aware of their presence.  
 
    A lightning bolt struck the ground in front of Danzen, one of the sugawara’s henchmen appearing. He drove his blade through the being’s stomach before it could engage him, the creature with its charred face and crude mask letting out a gasp as Danzen tossed it aside. 
 
    He withdrew his Blade of Darkness just as another one appeared. 
 
    Danzen sent an arc of shadow forward, which cut through the sugawara’s armor, blood spewing out of the yokai’s shoulder. Danzen kicked it to the side and continued. 
 
    He currently fought on an incline, which was certainly to his disadvantage. To improve his odds, Danzen simply shot into the air, sending his power into his legs and landing on the flat space on top of the crescent-shaped rock.  
 
    It was there he found his true opponent, the original sugawara two heads taller than its numerous offspring.  
 
    The creature wore close-fitting armor made from the same material as Danzen’s, yet with spikes jutting off its forearms and its shoulders. Red eyes glowed beneath the demonic yokai’s helmet, which was forged from a metal that carried a dark sheen to it. 
 
    It didn’t say anything, and neither did Danzen.  
 
    The sugawara simply stretched its arm out, a bolt of lightning striking its hand, forming a staff with bright energy swirling up and down its shaft. Danzen recognized the energy almost immediately; he could feel it, it called to him in a way that he had noticed before once his hellspawns were unleashed.  
 
    There was something demonic about the power the sugawara had summoned. 
 
    Everything grew darker, the former assassin no longer paying any attention to his periphery as he prepared for the inevitable battle. 
 
    The bolt of lightning that hit him next nearly tossed him over the ledge, Danzen able to get his footing and shoot forward, where he met the sugawara’s staff with his Blade of Darkness. The lightning had caused his weapon’s shadow enhancements to dissipate. While he knew he had added force with his glaive, not being able to enhance the power or the augmented trajectory of his strike made the weapon less useful to him.  
 
    With this in mind, he sheathed his Blade of Darkness, both hands coming onto his famed sword as another bolt of lightning struck the rock platform, bolts crackling all around him.  
 
    Danzen took to the air again, hoping to send Astra down from the high ground. A searing bolt of lightning hit him just as he left the surface of the rock, the jolt slamming him down, Danzen worried for a moment that he had cut his arm. 
 
    He let out a deep breath when he saw otherwise. 
 
    Not only had the overcoat protected him from most of the effects of the lightning, but it also had acted as a second skin, preventing any abrasions. Almost out of desperation, and from a prone position, he sent Astra forward, his blade cast aside by the sugawara’s quick movement. 
 
    Danzen had fought plenty of his own demons before, but he had never gone against one that he hadn’t conjured himself, the sugawara much stronger than he had anticipated. 
 
    Gritting his teeth now, he realized that he had not only lost any element of surprise, but he was actually losing the fight. This point solidified when another bolt of lightning struck him, slamming Danzen back to the ground. 
 
    The former assassin rolled to the side and pressed back to his feet, charging forward now, hoping to bring the sugawara down at close range. His sword met the sugawara’s staff, Danzen swinging it with both hands, focused entirely on overpowering the demonic yokai, on creating an opening for him to exploit. 
 
    He parried the sugawara’s next attack, and feigned a strike that caused the sugawara to step to his left, Danzen coming around from the right and cutting his blade into the creature’s side. 
 
    Its armor was malleable like a thickened leather, but Astra was sharp enough to break through the second skin. Unfortunately, it wasn’t sharp enough to cut any deeper than that, the sugawara slamming his palm into Danzen’s chest, a crack of lightning flinging him backward. 
 
    Danzen went over the ledge this time and landed on the rocky path below, the wind knocked out of him.  
 
    He blinked a few times and looked up at the sky, once again mentally scanning his body for any abrasions. The overcoat had protected him, Danzen able to eventually get back to his feet, only to be struck by yet another bolt of lightning. 
 
    He started to slip and fell backward into the gully.  
 
    Angered at his own clumsiness, Danzen pressed himself up to his feet just as the sugawara appeared before him, lightning lifting up from the ground all around the demonic yokai. 
 
    Danzen was seconds from sending his sword forward again when a rock struck the sugawara in the side of the head.  
 
    This caused the demonic yokai to stumble to the right, the sugawara glancing to see Jelmay and Kudzu. The bakeneko stood at the top of the gully in front of the white fox, a defiant look in his eyes. 
 
    Knowing that a lightning bolt could potentially kill one of them instilled a sense of urgency within Danzen. He loosed Astra in the direction of the sugawara, also withdrawing his Blade of Darkness again. 
 
    Astra hit its mark this time, the sword going through the demonic yokai’s neck, the creature coughing on its own blood for a moment as Danzen spun twice, using all his strength to swing his Blade of Darkness at the yokai. 
 
    His glaive struck the demonic yokai in the chest, the lightning all around the yokai fizzling away. 
 
    Astra back in his hand now, Danzen approached the sugawara, who was lying on its back, trying to push itself up as dark blood gushed from its throat. Its glowing red eyes locked on Danzen, even as another bolt of lightning struck the former assassin. 
 
    “He will come for you,” the sugawara gasped, blood spraying from its mouth. “He will come for you…” 
 
    With those words, and the encouragement of a final strike by the former assassin, the sugawara turned its head to the side and died. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Not much was said on their way back to Osul.  
 
    It was starting to get darker, and Kudzu desperately wanted to reach the village before nightfall. This left her running ahead, Danzen keeping up with her, Jelmay making up the rear and forced to move to all fours, his sword and shield clanking against his body. 
 
    They reached the village, Kudzu and Danzen waiting a good ten minutes for Jelmay to finally catch up with them. 
 
    “We should have just stayed in the mountains,” said Jelmay, breathless now. “I’m sure that the sugawara had a hut or something he was sleeping in and a bed.” 
 
    “That sounds like a terrible idea.” 
 
    “It’s not so bad,” Jelmay told Kudzu. “Just because he was our enemy doesn’t mean that he didn’t have a nice home. Some of the best places I’ve ever slept were in the homes of my enemies. Of course, I killed them first. Whew. That was quite the run. Hold on.” He exhaled deeply and wiped his whiskers. “Better. Anyway, as I was saying, nothing worse than getting caught in your enemy’s home asleep. I’ve had that happen as well. While they were alive, if that wasn’t clear.” 
 
    “I’m prepared to stay here tonight,” said Danzen, still wearing the armor he had crafted because it was too big to fit in his bag alongside the sugawara’s helmet and the hihi’s horns.  
 
    “We can always go bother your friend, Kakikiki or whatever her name is.” 
 
    “Kikikaki,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “What a name, almost as bad as ‘hihi.’ But first, before we do anything like that, and even before we get dinner because I’ve eaten all the meat I had earlier, we need to go talk to Usagi. We got the horns, and now the little rabbit bastard owes us.” 
 
    As it had been every time he’d visited, the village of Osul was quiet, eerily so, Danzen following Kudzu and Jelmay up the rock path, where they came to Usagi’s home.  
 
    “Come on out, rabbit, we have your damn hihi.” 
 
    “Must you announce yourself like that?” Usagi asked Jelmay as he hopped out of his place, the small jade rabbit glowering up at the bakeneko. 
 
    “You should have been waiting for us. We told you that we would come back.” 
 
    “Your promises haven’t meant anything to me for quite some time.” 
 
    “If this is about your brother again, we’ve already had this conversation. It was, at the very most, twenty-percent my fault that he died. And I’m being gracious with that estimate. Now, I’m getting hungry, and you're starting to look more and more edible,” Jelmay told him. “Pilgrim, the horns.” 
 
    Danzen reached into his bag and retrieved the horns that they had cut off the hihi. 
 
    “You even get a bonus,” Jelmay informed the jade rabbit. “We brought you a little bit of hihi skull as well. Just in case you are wondering, we also got the helmet of a sugawara, but that’s for someone else.” 
 
    The jade rabbit looked at Danzen with wonder. “You killed both of them?” 
 
    “One was for you, the other was personal,” Danzen told him. 
 
    “We will need a place to stay for the night,” Kudzu said. “I don’t believe it’s safe to travel in the forest any later than now, and…” 
 
    “You’ll be safe with me,” Usagi told her assuredly. 
 
    “That’s right,” Jelmay said. “Your power. How could I forget about that? I swear I’m suffering from memory loss over here.” 
 
    “Your power?” Kudzu asked Usagi. 
 
    “It’s why no one can ever find him and the reason he’s so rare, at least to humans,” Jelmay said. “He can turn himself invisible, and he has a sphere of influence as well, which he can cast on us. Isn’t that right, Usagi?” 
 
    “It isn’t wrong.” 
 
    “Then we could reach the village tonight?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “We certainly could,” the jade rabbit told him. 
 
    “But before we do any of that,” Jelmay said, “we need to eat. We haven’t eaten all day. I’m simply famished.” 
 
    “You said yourself you’ve been eating all day.” 
 
    “That may be true, Kudzu, but that doesn’t really count as a meal now does it?” 
 
    “I think you’ll be fine,” the jade rabbit said with a sneer. “You’re overweight as it is.” 
 
    “Don’t test me, Usagi. There must be some food around here.” 
 
    “I have some fruit.” 
 
    “I’m craving meat.” 
 
    “If we get back to the village now, we can get food there,” Danzen suggested. 
 
    “Or, you can drop me off at the monastery, because I’m not going to the village,” said Kudzu, “and you can get your meat at your home,” she told Jelmay. 
 
    “I do have a lot of meat there. Not quite jerky yet, but it’ll do…” As if on command, Jelmay’s stomach grumbled. “Do you hear that? Would you really let someone like me suffer?” 
 
    “You’ll be fine,” Usagi told him. “We leave now.” 
 
    The rabbit hopped ahead, leaving the horns and bit of skull on the ground in front of his home. 
 
    “After all that trouble, you’re just going to leave it there?” Jelmay asked him. 
 
    “It’s for a friend. They know that it’s there now, and they can get it after we leave. I’m not going to be able to hop all the way to the village and keep up with the three of you.” 
 
    “Rabbits can move quite fast,” Kudzu told him.  
 
    “I’d rather be carried.” The rabbit looked up at Danzen. “Put me in your bag, Pilgrim.” 
 
    “I never thought of you as a dirty little bag rabbit, but sure, get carried back to the village for all I care,” Jelmay told Usagi. “As long as we get some food.” 
 
    Danzen did as instructed, positioning his satchel so that the rabbit could see out of its flap. “Good. The two of you stay close to him. If you go too far, I won’t be able to make you invisible.” 
 
    “I’ll lead the way,” Kudzu said, trotting just a few paces ahead. 
 
    Danzen began following her, Kudzu moving much slower than she normally did, Jelmay at the rear.  
 
    They left the village and headed straight into the woods, Danzen relying completely on Kudzu’s white form to guide him.  
 
    He didn’t say anything as he walked, now used to the heavy overcoat he was wearing, and the additional warmth that it was providing as the temperature dropped. Preparing for something he knew was to come, Danzen tested his own power of inner cognition again, the former assassin closing his eyes and seeing Kudzu’s outline, as well as the outline of parts of the forest.  
 
    Occasionally, he made a mistake and got his foot caught in a root, or stepped incorrectly on a rock, but he got better at it, Danzen glad that all of them were quiet for once. 
 
    Movement to his right caused him to pause, his hand going to the hilt of his boomerang sword. 
 
    “We are not here to engage anything,” Usagi said softly, his voice causing Danzen to relax to some degree. “Let’s just get to the village.” 
 
    As they moved on, Danzen considered how on edge he always was, ready to kill without second-guessing his actions. This was necessary considering who was after the former assassin, but hearing the rabbit’s voice did, for some odd reason, make him wonder if there was a better way. Would he ever get past this hurdle in his life? Or would he be hunted until his death? 
 
    Once again, Danzen shut his eyes, focusing on his surroundings and able to see Kudzu again, her body with a subtle outline tracing around it. 
 
    Danzen knew it was coming. 
 
    There would be a point in the near future where he had to face Nomin, the blind assassin. When that time came, he had to be ready for her, and out of respect for what she had shown him in the past, he planned to meet her on a level playing field. 
 
    They came to a river and quickly passed over it, Jelmay grumbling once again that he was hungry. 
 
    He snapped his mouth shut when there was even more movement on the periphery, Danzen feeling his heartbeat tick up, the hairs on his arm standing to attention. Whatever was in the forest sounded large.  
 
    It also sounded fast. 
 
    He heard a grunt, and he was seconds away from loosing his blade when Usagi told him to move on. 
 
    “Nothing good can come from fighting something in the forest at night,” the jade rabbit later said, once they were in the clear. 
 
    “We’re getting closer,” Kudzu told Danzen, her voice just below a whisper. It was almost as if she had said it right next to his ear, Danzen so focused on her now with his eyes closed that she felt closer to him then she actually was. 
 
    He opened his eyes once they pressed out of the Asura Forest, the group coming to a trail. Danzen recognized the area. He was certain he had passed through this very same spot before he was attacked by Shunta, the first assassin to discover him in the valley. 
 
    “At least we can talk again,” Jelmay said. 
 
    “We should still be quiet,” Kudzu told him. “Things can come out of the forest.” 
 
    “Honestly, what’s so scary out there? We have the best assassin in the world with us right now. I mean, this guy is even half-demon and his dad is ruler of Diyu. Tell her how good you are, Pilgrim.” 
 
    “I’m not a great assassin,” Danzen told him. 
 
    “What? I thought that’s why the Brotherhood wanted you back so badly, you brought in the most revenue, or something.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s the reason why. There are other assassins who are better at their job than me.” 
 
    Jelmay shook his head in disbelief. “You’re just being modest. Are you telling me with a sword that flies through the air, and your enhanced strength and speed, not to mention your Demon Speak power, or what happens when you get cut, you weren’t the best?” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. 
 
    “I don’t buy it,” Jelmay told him with a grunt. “And I’m not just talking you up here because I like you, Pilgrim. If you weren’t the world’s best assassin, I would tell you. I’m not that kind of friend. Tell him, Usagi.” 
 
    “I don’t wish to be part of this conversation, nor can I verify any of your lies,” said the rabbit. “I’m merely here to fix the mess you created, you fool.” 
 
    “It wasn’t that bad of an idea at the time,” Jelmay said. “Trust me, it really wasn’t. I’ve had way worse ideas than binding a person’s soul to a nozuchi tooth. And it worked, until—” 
 
    “I will fix this tonight, and then I will be on my way,” Usagi told him from his spot in Danzen’s satchel. “I have other things I would much rather be doing.” 
 
    Jelmay snorted. “You pompous little rabbit. What else could you be doing on a night like tonight? It’s not like you have a significant other or something.” 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “Is there another jade rabbit in the picture?” 
 
    “We’re close to the monastery,” Kudzu said, loud enough that she could overpower Jelmay’s voice, “where I can finally get some rest, and the three of you can handle it from there.” 
 
    “Enjoy your sleep,” Jelmay told her, “because after this, we’re heading to the west, and you’re going to have to be human for a long time. You have to wear clothes too. But don’t worry about that part. I’m going to get you the best clothing there is in Chutham. Only the best for you, Kudzu.” 
 
    “Why are you heading to the west again?” Usagi asked, in a tone that told Danzen he was wary to get involved in this conversation. 
 
    “Simple. Pilgrim here needs to kill anyone and everyone that is trying to kill him,” Jelmay said. “He figures if he goes there first and does so preemptively, then he will prevent any of them from coming to the Valley.” 
 
    “Won’t that just provoke them more?” Usagi asked. “I believe there is an analogy of kicking an ant pile that you humans use.” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Danzen said. “I need to kill the man who ordered my assassination. If I do so, and handle a few loose ends, I believe they will let me be. Unless they want a sea of bodies between here and there.” 
 
    Jelmay’s ears perked up. “Sea of bodies? That’s dark, that’s really dark. I believe that’s the darkest thing I’ve ever heard you say, Pilgrim.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. He meant it. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    They reached the monastery and Kudzu headed up, bidding them farewell. 
 
    “Just wait until she has to be a human for a couple days,” Jelmay said once she was halfway up the hill. “It’s going to be fun.” 
 
    “I don’t understand how or why the fox came to be in your company,” Usagi told him, still in Danzen’s satchel with his little rabbit head peeking out. 
 
    “What’s not to like about me?” Jelmay asked. “I’ll admit that we have our differences, but I think she likes me more than she lets on.” 
 
    “You always were bad at reading people.” 
 
    They stopped by Jelmay’s home for him to get some meat, Danzen indicating that he wasn’t hungry. As the bakeneko quickly stuffed his face, Danzen waited outside with the jade rabbit, who clearly wasn’t interested in going inside either. 
 
    After about thirty minutes, Jelmay emerged from his little home, his belly distended. “Sorry about that. I was really hungry; someone might need to roll me to the village.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you made us wait for that long,” Usagi told him, barely covering the impatience in his tone. 
 
    “I offered for you to come in.” 
 
    “Let’s just be done with this,” the rabbit said with a huff. 
 
    They continued on, Danzen at once familiar with the path that led from his monastery to Suja Village’s Third District.  
 
    It was a quiet night, a cool breeze sweeping down from the Panchen Mountains, the moon absent from the sky. The stars provided enough light for Danzen to see where he was going, and as he walked, he went over his plans to head west. 
 
    First, he would walk to Tudan and take a boat to Arsi, from there to Bahlingar and then Sainshand, finally to the mountains, Mount Laksh to be precise, seat of the Diyu Brotherhood. He would take the stairs that he had been placed before so many years ago as an infant, and once he got to the top… 
 
    “Did you hear me, Pilgrim?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I was saying that while I can change my forms here, our little rabbit friend can’t. So what do you suggest we do?” 
 
    “Why does it matter if they see me in this form or not?” Usagi asked him. “Are these people unaware that there are yokai in the valley? Of course not. It won’t startle them to see me. I’ve already told you this. It doesn’t matter if they see me.” 
 
    “The villagers will be fine,” Danzen said with a tone of finality. 
 
    “I guess you could always wipe their minds, or whatever you do with your ability. Works for me.” Jelmay began to morph into the hermit known as Dalan, his posture changing as he slumped over a bit. “I’m ready,” he said using Dalan’s voice. 
 
    “Who are you supposed to be?” Usagi asked. 
 
    “A hermit who lives in the mountains that the villagers trust.” 
 
    “The poor fellow. He’s going to have to answer so many questions next time he comes to town.” 
 
    The three wound their way through the fields on the outskirts of the village and came to the main road, which was lit by an occasional lamp as well as lanterns shining through the windows of some of the buildings. They headed to the home where they had left Oktai’s and Khamdo’s bodies, Danzen knocking lightly on the door. 
 
    Sarnai came, her cheeks puffy red, her eyes filling with surprise once she saw Danzen. “You’re back,” she said. “I left Leegan with Yeni. I’ve been doing exactly as you said, trying to keep them asleep, and taking shifts with the Sartens.” 
 
    She invited Danzen into the home, greeting Jelmay as Dalan with a short bow. 
 
    Danzen was glad to see that there was no one else in the space, that all the furniture had been moved to the sides of the room to allow for the two men to lie on padded quilts. 
 
    “Let me out of his bag so I can see them.” Usagi popped his head out of Danzen’s bag, startling Sarnai. Rather than do anything like gasp, she simply lowered her head a little.  
 
    “Thank you for seeing to my husband,” she said. 
 
    “If my counterpart here…” Usagi sounded like he was about to light into Jelmay, but he stopped himself, remembering that the bakeneko had taken another form. He cleared his throat. “Let me see how you did this.” 
 
    Danzen removed his bag with the sugawara’s helmet inside and set it against the wall along with his Blade of Darkness, which he propped at an upright angle. With Jelmay’s assistance, they rolled Khamdo to his side, so they could show Usagi where the tooth had been placed. 
 
    “I see…” Usagi said after he examined the incision. “What was your name?” he asked Sarnai. 
 
    Once she told him, he nodded and said, “I believe it would be best if you leave now, Sarnai. I can fix this, but I would prefer you not see how I do it.” 
 
    “Yes, sure, of course,” she said, going to the door. 
 
    “Would you like me to join her?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “No, I’m going to need you.” 
 
    “I will be outside, then,” Sarnai said as she grabbed something from one of the side tables and headed to the door. Once she was out, Usagi turned back to Khamdo’s wound. 
 
    “I’m going to need you to kill it,” he told Danzen. “Get your sword.” 
 
    “Kill what?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    “The nozuchi. I’m going to leave the tooth in, because there’s no point in trying to remove it now. But I will have to suck the essence of the creature out, which…” The rabbit cleared his throat. “I’m only doing this because you got rid of that terrible hihi for us. Just be ready.” 
 
    Usagi dipped his neck forward and placed his forehead on the incision point. It was very subtle at first, but Danzen started to notice a clear energy materialize above his head, something that almost reminded him of what a heat wave looked like.  
 
    A form began to solidify, Danzen recognizing the snakelike being known as a nozuchi. 
 
    “Not yet…” Usagi said, his voice suddenly strained. “Not yet.” 
 
    It was just a few moments later that the nozuchi flopped onto the ground, completely bewildered. Danzen rushed forward with his sword, drove it into the creature’s body, and pushed forward. He yanked his blade up, ignoring the blood sprayed against the front of his robes as he tore his sword from the bottom of the creature’s skull. 
 
    “Ha!” Jelmay said. “Now there is something I’ve never seen before. How did you…?” 
 
    “It was many moons ago, long before you were born, but I spent quite a bit of time learning how to bend my echo. This is one of the things that resulted,” Usagi said as he hopped over to Oktai’s body. “Move him.” 
 
    Danzen eventually lifted Khamdo’s body and brought him to the other room, where there was a daybed. He noticed that Khamdo’s skin was no longer hot to the touch as it had been when he left them, that he was breathing normally again. 
 
    The carpenter blinked his eyes open. “P-Pilgrim?” 
 
    “I’m here, Khamdo. Just rest for now.”  
 
    He returned to find Usagi in the same position he had just been in, his forehead pressed against Oktai’s incision. Another nozuchi began to form, this one a bit smaller than the one Danzen had just killed. 
 
    Rather than act bewildered once it was fully formed, this nozuchi slithered onto the ground and took off toward the other side of the room, Danzen having to throw his blade at it to stop its advance.  
 
    Astra sailed right through the creature, returning to his hand while Danzen approached the downed creature and finished the job. 
 
    More blood. 
 
    “They will be fine after another day of rest or so,” Usagi told them. “And with that, I believe we are even now.” 
 
    “What do you want us to do with these nozuchi bodies?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    “That’s for you to figure out.” The rabbit turned to the door, and once he was there, he waited. When no one came, he looked to Danzen. “Would you mind opening this for me?” 
 
    Danzen obliged, the rabbit hopping out and disappearing into the night. 
 
    “Is everything fine?” Sarnai asked, trying to peek into the home. 
 
    “Everything is fine.” 
 
    “Can… can I come in?”  
 
    Danzen looked over his shoulder at the two dead nozuchi and the blood splattered across the ground. “Perhaps it’s best if you just waited here for a while following cleanup.” 
 
    “I can’t believe he left us to clean this mess up,” Jelmay said once Danzen shut the door. “He really is a little bastard. Now do you see what I mean?” 
 
    Danzen nodded.

  

 
   
    Part Two 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
    Danzen Ravja awoke the following morning with a clear mind, knowing exactly what needed to happen next: he would officially begin cultivating his echo once he got back to Genshin Valley.  
 
    Learning more about the power innate in all living things could help him along the way, yet he still felt an urgency to leave, to prevent what had happened a few days back from ever taking place again. 
 
    Before he got started, he would first get his affairs in order back west, and it was only after that point would he visit the fox shrine and begin cultivating his echo.  
 
    A plan solidified, the former assassin packed a few items, including a spare set of robes and the original sugawara’s helmet, leaving his field diary behind for once. Danzen was just putting his mirrored mask into his satchel when Kudzu entered his bedroom. 
 
    “Today’s the day.” 
 
    “Today is the day,” he said. 
 
    “Why the mask?” 
 
    “I need it for something,” he told her. 
 
    The white fox yawned. “Can we at least have breakfast before we leave?” 
 
    “I can cook something for you.” 
 
    Once Danzen was packed, he went out the back of the monastery and got an egg from Basan. He returned, and cooked it up with grain, Danzen seasoning the dish with herbs and spices. He placed a bowl on the ground for Kudzu. She ate quickly, and once she was done, she met him at the front of the monastery, Danzen with his hand on Yama’s head. 
 
    That was another thing he needed to take care of when he got back: Danzen would figure out what happened to his lion dog’s mate.  
 
    “Get dressed,” he told her. 
 
    “I thought you’d say that…” Kudzu stepped back into the monastery as a fox and returned a few minutes later as a human wearing his robes, her gait awkward at first until she got into the rhythm of bipedalism. 
 
    The former assassin locked up, and without a word the two set off, Danzen with his famed sword sheathed at his side, his Blade of Darkness on his back, his satchel and his burlap sack with him as well. He thought about bringing the sugawara overcoat too, but decided against it in the end; Danzen had a better solution for armor, the former assassin planning to pick something up in Arsi before they left for Sainshand.  
 
    It was going to be a while before he returned, perhaps even a month, so he would need to stop by Sarnai and Khamdo’s place or better, Temur’s home, to ask him to take care of the fire chicken. 
 
    “We could always just leave the cat behind,” Kudzu suggested as they came to Jelmay’s home, which was just at the start of the Asura Forest, far enough away from the main road so that it couldn’t be spotted. There was a bit of smoke coming out of his chimney, Danzen surprised to see that the bakeneko was awake. 
 
    “But somehow, I think he would catch up with us,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “Likely.” 
 
    Kudzu went to the door and knocked. Jelmay opened up, feigning surprise at seeing the white fox in her human form. “I’m so proud of you, my two-legged friend. Wait here.” He turned back into his home and grabbed a few things. 
 
    The bakeneko stepped out of his place, now in the form of a younger man, the same blonde-haired man whose form he’d taken in Chutham. He had a shield on his back as well as a bag slung over his shoulder, his sword at his side.  
 
    Jelmay rubbed his hands together and smiled at the two of them, gesturing for them to be on their way. “I’m assuming we are stopping by Sarnai’s house for a village breakfast, right?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not?” he asked Danzen, a flash of hunger-driven sadness in his eyes. 
 
    “Her husband is recovering. She doesn’t need to be cooking you food right now.” 
 
    “She’s most likely cooking food for him so he recovers faster; why can’t I have just a little bit of that?” 
 
    “Let’s just try to get out of the valley today,” Kudzu said. “There will be food along the way.” 
 
    “We are definitely getting out today,” Jelmay assured her. “If all goes well, we should be on a boat to Arsi by nightfall. If not, we’ll grab the boat in the morning.” 
 
    “We could also go by horse,” Danzen suggested. 
 
    “Do you really want this to take a year for us to get there? We’ll go by boat from Tudan to Arsi, then we’ll ride to Bahlingar, unless the waterways are open, and from there, a carriage ride to Sainshand. Unless you want to go the long way. How long did it take you to get here again?” 
 
    “Two years,” Danzen said. 
 
    “Yes, that way. I don’t know what took you so long, but don’t you worry, my favorite assassin, we are doing this in style. Best hotels, best meals, clothing…” 
 
    “I need armor. I know someone in Arsi who owes me a favor.” 
 
    “In that case: best armor, best carriage, best revenge, best of everything,” Jelmay said. 
 
    “I’m going ahead,” Kudzu told the two of them, and for a moment it looked like she was about to drop down to all fours so she could speed off. Realizing the limitations of her form, Kudzu simply walked faster, leaving Jelmay with Danzen. 
 
    “She’ll loosen up as the trip goes,” Jelmay assured him with a wink, “especially after we get some ale in her. That should be a hoot!” 
 
    They reached the Third District, Danzen moving quickly to Temur and Maral’s place, Maral coming to the door. As usual, the woman looked exhausted, her premature gray hair pulled up into a tight knot, a vein appearing on the side of her neck as she told one of her three rambunctious sons to stop bothering his younger brother. 
 
    Rather than stick around, Danzen quickly told her what he needed, and was just about to step away when Jelmay gave her some kip, a big smile on his face. 
 
    “And who are you?” she asked, looking from Jelmay to Kudzu. “You never introduced yourselves.” 
 
    “Both of them are acquaintances of mine, from the west,” Danzen explained quickly. “We’re going there to settle something. I will be back shortly.” 
 
    “I see,” Maral said, eyeing Kudzu curiously for a moment. “In that case, I will make sure my husband checks on your home and the chicken. I’m sure Khamdo will join him at some point, once he’s feeling better. When did you say you’ll be back?” 
 
    “As soon as I can,” Danzen said.  
 
    As they continued through the village, Danzen felt relief that they had left early, that he didn’t have to speak to anyone else in the Third District. The fewer people he had to speak to before leaving, the better.  
 
    It wasn’t long before they reached the long road that stretched between Suja Village and Chutham, Danzen, Kudzu, and Jelmay passing one of the small roadside shrines. Jelmay pointed this out, reminding Danzen of the importance of these little shrines, and how people in the Valley had stopped believing in them. 
 
    This led to a small debate between Jelmay and Kudzu, Danzen keeping his eyes ahead of him, monitoring his surroundings. He didn’t expect an ambush, but that was usually when an ambush came… 
 
    As they walked, he thought about the best way to go about their assault on the Brotherhood. 
 
    He had learned as an assassin that it was often easier to move at night. But the Diyu Brotherhood’s main complex was well-lit, and they had night patrols for this very reason.  
 
    Perhaps the best time to go would be early in the morning, but this meant they would have to keep a low profile in Sainshand depending on when they arrived, which could be difficult with Jelmay in tow, especially with the fact that the Brotherhood had more eyes and ears in the neighboring city than they did anywhere else.  
 
    The quicker he killed Biren Yeshe and left, the better.  
 
    He knew what his teacher was capable of, and that didn’t include some of the other teachers at the Brotherhood who were equally powerful. Danzen also knew how these contracts worked: if Biren Yeshe ended up dead, this would officially end the contract. That didn’t mean that there wouldn’t still be assassins hunting him, but the promise of a reward would disappear, leaving him only a few to handle before he could finally have peace. 
 
    True peace was what Danzen wanted more than anything. He didn’t know how to atone for his sins; it had never been something he spent much time thinking about, and putting a count on the sheer number of people he had killed was likely impossible. 
 
    If he could live peacefully in his monastery, continue to grow in his role as a member of the community of the Third District and at the same time learn to bend his echo, it would be worth something. It would never make up for what he’d done, but it would be better than doing nothing. 
 
    Yet there were pieces that needed to fall into place before that could happen, which was why he was so adamant about heading west. 
 
    Jelmay joked with the city guards once they reached Chutham, the men seeming to actually enjoy his humor. The bustling city was already awake, as it always was when Danzen visited. There were carriages bound for Suja Village to their immediate left, filled with fruit in wooden crates. Several sellers had set up on the right, their wares on red threadbare blankets, some selling root vegetables, one selling antiques. 
 
    “This way,” Jelmay told Kudzu, turning to the area of the city known for Eva Yin’s pleasure house. “It’s time to get you new robes. I’m assuming you have something you need to do as well,” Jelmay told Danzen, hinting at his visit to Selden’s Emporium. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then Kudzu and I will meet you there, at the brewery, in an hour or so. It’s a little early for ale, but it could make the walk to Tudan much more enjoyable.” 
 
    “We’re not drinking this early,” Kudzu scolded him. 
 
    “You’re no fun in human form!” 
 
    Danzen moved away from his companions, continuing along until he saw Selden’s Emporium, the odd shop that sold yokai items empty as usual. He entered to find Selden behind the counter, the seller smiling as soon as he saw the former assassin. 
 
    “I was wondering when you would return, Pilgrim.” 
 
    “I took care of the sugawara,” Danzen told him, retrieving the helmet, which he placed on the counter. There was a T-shaped opening at the front of the helmet, which flared out a bit on the sides to allow for more peripheral vision, the piece made from a blackened metal that had no gloss to it. 
 
    “Would you look at that…” the store owner said, shaking his head. “You really got it, didn’t you?”  
 
    “Someone had to.” 
 
    “I agree there. Nothing but a terror, this one. You know—” 
 
    “This was what you wanted, right?” Danzen asked. “For the books.” 
 
    “It’s definitely what I wanted, but I don’t have the yokai books yet. They’re supposed to be coming in the next week.” 
 
    “Keep it; I will pick up the books when I return.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” Selden asked him, the seller raising an eyebrow as he looked Danzen over. 
 
    “To the west. I have something I need to handle.” 
 
    “Something that would involve your two weapons?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Maybe you should take the helmet, then. Have you tried it on?” 
 
    “I have not.”  
 
    The thought hadn’t even crossed Danzen’s mind. He wasn’t opposed to wearing an enemy’s armor, even if some were superstitious about this, but upon first glance it appeared that the helmet wouldn’t fit him, and he hadn’t given it much thought since stuffing the piece in his bag. 
 
    “Go on then, try it. See if it fits you.” 
 
    Danzen took the helmet from Selden and turned it over in his hands for a moment. There was something different about the metal, something that he could almost feel not in his fingertips, but inside of him, an energy, perhaps. 
 
    “What do you think this is made of?” he asked Selden. 
 
    “I don’t know, but whatever it is, it was forged by a blacksmith likely using equipment made by remnants. I can’t prove that, but I did notice something subtle in touching the armor. Don’t you feel it?” 
 
    “I think I do. Yes, there’s something different about it.” 
 
    “Put it on. See if it fits. It looks to me like it will fit.”  
 
    Danzen slowly placed the helmet over his head, noticing that it had a peculiar smell to it, likely from the sugawara. The piece fit well enough, and upon turning his head, he saw that he had full mobility, that the additional armor that nearly touched the base of his neck wasn’t preventing any movement. 
 
    “Who knows? Maybe you will need it. I’ll tell you what, Pilgrim: when you come back, bring it to me and we can exchange it for the books,” Selden said, licking his lips. “We should probably clean it too.” He returned a moment later with a wet rag, and once Danzen gave him the helmet, Selden began wiping it down. 
 
    “Thank you,” Danzen said.  
 
    “Where’s that friend of yours anyway? The guy you were in with last time?” 
 
    A grim smile took shape on Danzen’s face. “He’s around.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Fields upon fields of white flowers with their petals blowing in the air made the trip from Chutham to Tudan much more serene than it had been the last time Danzen visited the outpost, where he had encountered Soko. 
 
    The flowers were in such an abundance that it was hard to find the main trail, Kudzu going just a bit ahead to track it, while Jelmay hung back with Danzen, the bakeneko uncharacteristically quiet. 
 
    At one point Kudzu turned to them, her hair matching the white of the flowers, petals continuing to spin in the soft breeze giving her an ethereal appearance. She wore new robes that Jelmay had bought for her, which were made of silk, crimson with white accents. Danzen had noticed an energy about her before, when they’d first met, but he didn’t notice it now, while she was in her human form, Danzen assuming the glow that always radiated off her coat had something to do with bending her echo. 
 
    Not even a week ago, he had been at the fox shrine, saying he wasn’t interested in learning about the power. Now, as he followed Kudzu, Jelmay at his side, Danzen knew it was the only way forward. At the time he had been stubborn, afraid of his own demons. And he still was afraid of hellspawns that appeared when he bled. But maybe, perhaps if he worked hard enough at it, he would be able to get control over them in some way. 
 
    After all, it was time. 
 
    Twenty years as an assassin had dumped Danzen Ravja into middle age, not that he appeared this way, his muscles still full, skin still taut, no gray hairs on his head or in his beard stubble. He didn’t feel his age either, Danzen oftentimes experiencing a surge of energy coursing through him, one that he actively fought to suppress. 
 
    But here in a field of white flowers, with no one around… 
 
    He took off running, startling Jelmay. Danzen pressed off the ground and leaped into the air, landing beside Kudzu, who grinned as she looked down at the former assassin, who was now crouched, his eyes fixed on the horizon. 
 
    “Felt like jumping, did you?” 
 
    “It’s beautiful today,” Danzen said as he picked one of the flowers and examined it. He sniffed it, stood, and handed it to Kudzu, who tucked it behind her ear. 
 
    “Let’s continue,” she said, a smile still on her face as Jelmay caught up to them. 
 
    “Just to be clear, you probably shouldn’t go around jumping like a drunken monkey once we get closer to Tudan,” the bakeneko scolded him. 
 
    “Aware.” 
 
    “Also, I’m getting hungry; we’re going to need to eat before we set off.” 
 
    “That depends on when the boat leaves,” Kudzu told him. 
 
    “If we hurry…” 
 
    Jelmay started running, laughing as he looked over his shoulder, his tongue flailing out of his mouth before he eventually petered out. 
 
    “We’re still within range of your sword, aren’t we?” Kudzu asked, half-joking. 
 
    “We are,” Danzen told her. He placed his hand on the hilt of his blade, and popped it out of its sheath, Kudzu chuckling to herself as he clicked it back in. 
 
    They continued. 
 
    The day grew warm but it remained breezy, Danzen feeling as if they were walking through a cloud with all the flower petals in the air, bees too, the occasional hummingbird with aqua tail feathers looking for nectar, blue butterflies with jagged white lines painted across their wings fluttering about. 
 
    They reached the large trading post of Tudan, the place encased within a wall made of wood that seemed to stretch for a mile. The guards at the gates said little as they passed through, especially after Jelmay gave each of them a little kip. He had visited the bank in Chutham while Kudzu was having alterations made to her robes, the bakeneko flush with cash. 
 
    “Let me go to the bank first,” Jelmay told the two of them. “You guessed it—I’ve got some money here as well. Got to diversify! Then we can get another set of robes for Kudzu, for you too, if you would like, Pilgrim, and purchase our fare for the trip to Arsi. After that, we will drink and feast until the boat leaves.” 
 
    “One set of robes is enough,” she started to tell him. 
 
    “Nonsense, I told you that I was spoiling you. You also need to get a bag for your robes. Come to think of it, you’re going to need a sword as well. We’ll stop by the smith too,” he said, his eyes filling with glee. “I love spending money.” 
 
    Tudan was about as lively as it was the last time Danzen visited, much of the activity on the side of the city that pressed up against the Sakai River. Known as the Door of the Valley, Tudan was the only real access point for someone wanting to peddle their wares in the Genshin Valley. It had grown too large over the course of the last century, and Danzen wouldn’t be surprised if homes and other shops started to pop up outside of the walls. There was less worry of dealing with combative yokai here, and the militia employed by the residents of the city kept them safe. 
 
    Danzen could see some of those militia members now, men in red armor with square patches on their shoulders to protect against sword blows. He had utilized this type of armor before and didn’t like it. While it provided some additional protection, it also disrupted his peripheral vision, especially as Danzen sometimes sunk into the way he held his sword, his shoulders going up. 
 
    With Astra, he’d started to rely perhaps a little too much on long-range combat. There was a reason that a good archer could be one of the deadliest opponents, and Danzen didn’t feel like he lost any honor in the way he had learned to fight since acquiring the sword. 
 
    As he waited outside the bank, which was set in a building reinforced by steel bars all around it, the only one like it in the area, Danzen recalled some of the sword stances he had learned. 
 
    There were stances for dealing with someone holding a shield, someone wielding a staff, someone with two blades. He’d trained on all of them, and he knew he would have to brush up once again before going after Nomin. 
 
    Last he heard, the blind assassin was in the south, something he would confirm before he took Biren Yeshe’s life. Danzen would find Nomin first, and Soko would come later, Danzen assuming his former lover was probably off somewhere licking her wounds. That, or plotting her return. 
 
    It wasn’t long before Jelmay came out of the bank, a big smile on his face, the pockets on his little vest stuffed with kip. 
 
    Danzen understood now why the bakeneko had chosen to shift into the body of a random peasant. 
 
    There was nothing remarkable about his current form, no distinctive feature, nothing that anyone would remember. He was simply a man with short blonde hair, dull eyes, saggy cheeks with the physique of someone who had been doing manual labor most of their life, a strong back and wide shoulders. 
 
    “I believe it is this way…” he said, motioning for Kudzu to follow him. 
 
    They turned down one of the lanes, where they spotted an open-air shop with weapons displayed, a man crouched on the ground polishing a sword. Danzen could hear the sound of a blacksmith nearby, and he could feel the heat as well. He couldn’t see the person, their work covered by a tarp hanging from a wooden post, but he could smell it, and there was a discernible cloud of smoke puffing up from behind the storefront. 
 
    “She needs a sword,” Jelmay said, offering the crouching seller a toothy grin. “The best you have.” 
 
    “For her?” the man asked, looking curiously at Kudzu. 
 
    “Does she not look like she can wield a sword to you?” Jelmay asked as agitation took shape in his voice. “Because we will find someone else to sell us one if that is the case.” 
 
    “No, my lord,” the man said once he saw Jelmay flash a wad of kip. “I do have something. Please, wait here one moment. Would you like tea?” 
 
    “Not today. We are in a bit of a hurry.” 
 
    “I understand,” the seller said as he grinned at the three of them, the man missing several of his teeth. “Give me just one moment.” 
 
    The seller shuffled behind the canvas that hung as a barrier between the storefront and the blacksmith, and returned a moment later with a blade about three-fourths the size of Danzen’s sword.  
 
    Its sheath was made of polished bone, its grip crossed with strips of gold thread, which matched the tassel at the end of the hilt. He presented the weapon to them, bowing his head. 
 
    “Go on, try it out,” Jelmay told Kudzu.  
 
    She reached for the blade, and she was just starting to take it out of its beautiful scabbard when the man motioned toward the right, where he had a frame arranged with a sheet of tough leather thrown over it. 
 
    “Please, test it. You will see it is of a caliber unlike any other sword you’ll find in the Valley.” 
 
    “Was it made with a remnant?” Danzen asked. 
 
    The seller squinted at him as if he were crazy. “I have only seen swords made with remnants a handful of times. We don’t have anything like that here, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Kudzu withdrew the blade fully from the scabbard, admiring the fine steel it had been crafted from. She turned it around her hand and focused on the sheet of leather. 
 
    Fwwwoowwsh… 
 
    The blade slid through it as if it were made of warm butter. 
 
    “It’s perfect,” she said, her voice soft now. 
 
    “We’ll take it,” Jelmay told the seller. “And so we don’t have to waste time haggling, give me a price of just a couple thousand kip above the lowest you’ll go. We have more shopping to do.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The three came to the next shop not far from where they had just purchased a blade for Kudzu, which was now sheathed at her side. They were greeted by a woman who wore dark-gray robes, at odds with the flamboyant and vibrant clothing on display. It soon became apparent that this was by design, the contrast between what she was wearing and what was hanging from the walls leading one to naturally pay more attention to the clothing for sale. 
 
    “Something beautiful for her, and something practical for him,” Jelmay told her. 
 
    “This isn’t necessary,” Danzen told him. 
 
    “Pfft! Of course it’s necessary. Before we reach, ahem, our final destination, we are going to have to blend in,” he said, as if the shopkeeper wasn’t there. “We’ll be staying at nice hotels, having nice dinners. It is important that we fit the part. You should shave as well. You look like a mutt.” 
 
    Danzen ran his hand along the contours of his jaw, feeling his beard stubble. 
 
    “Then I will take the green one,” Kudzu said, making a decision quickly. She motioned toward a set of silk robes that were embroidered with yellow dragons. 
 
    “Certainly…” the shopkeeper said, once she realized how serious they were.  
 
    Jelmay now held his roll of kip before him and was already in the process of counting it out. He went with the same line he had told the previous seller, letting the woman know to give him a price just a few thousand kip above her lowest price. 
 
    “You are up,” he told Danzen. Jelmay looked from his roll of cash to a crimson red set of robes that would match what Kudzu was currently wearing. 
 
    “That’s not my color.” 
 
    “Blood? Blood is certainly your color,” Jelmay said with a chuckle, his laughter dying off as he read the former assassin’s expression. “Right, not your color. Maybe something dark. Dark and shiny. You have something dark and shiny?” 
 
    “Not shiny.” 
 
    “Fine, just dark, like your mood.” 
 
    The shop owner found a set of dark-purple robes and began rattling off how fine the silk was, and where some of the dyes had come from. 
 
    “Got it, got it,” Jelmay said, waving her explanation away. “Let’s get these two measured up, and we will take the robes in an hour or so. Does it give you enough time for any modifications?” 
 
    “If I grab my sister to help me, yes.”  
 
    “Better get her. We are in a hurry to catch the next boat out of here.” 
 
    “My lord, the next boat won’t leave for three hours.” 
 
    “In that case,” Jelmay said with a shrug, “we’ll be back to get it on our way in two and a half hours. This gives us plenty of time to have a nice lunch and down a few ales before we set off. Sounds like a solid plan to me.” 
 
    After he paid the woman just a bit over ten thousand kip, Jelmay led Kudzu and Danzen back to the main road, to the tavern where Danzen had once enjoyed a stew. As they walked across the street, a militiaman turned to them, a look of curiosity taking shape on his face as he peered at them. 
 
    “Hey, I know you,” he said to Jelmay, pointing a finger at the bakeneko. “You ripped off my father. I know exactly who you are! Boys,” he called to a few of the other militiamen, “this is the guy I was telling you about, the one who tricked my father.” 
 
    “What did you do, Jelmay?” Kudzu asked him, glaring over at the bakeneko. 
 
    Rather than respond, Jelmay began arguing with the militiaman. “Ripped off your father? I did your father a favor. What was he going to do with all that wheat? It was past harvest season, the prices were already starting to drop…”  
 
    “You tricked him! You lied to him, and…” The man, who was a head taller than Danzen, bristled, practically snorting smoke now. His face grew redder and redder as he launched into a litany of things that had resulted from what Jelmay had done to his father. 
 
    “Pay the man some money,” Danzen said so only Jelmay could hear him. “We don’t need this kind of attention.” 
 
    “Have you lost your mind? Pay this dolt some money? This is my money.” 
 
    “You just bought us robes we didn’t need. You clearly have extra,” said Kudzu, her hand already on the hilt of her sheathed blade. 
 
    “I earned this money over the last…” Jelmay thought for a moment, ignoring the man who continued to curse him. “Twenty or thirty years? Something like that. I’ve had other accounts before, but I’ve had to cycle the money out because people wonder why I haven’t died yet. Ha! Humans, can’t live with them, can’t live…”  
 
    The militiaman came forward to swing a fist at Jelmay, Danzen throwing his hand out just in time to catch the man’s fist. 
 
    It was clear that the militiaman was accustomed to his punches landing, and judging by his size, he used his stature to his advantage every chance he got. A look of surprise splashed across his face as he realized that the hooded fellow who had just been standing next to his target was now holding his fist, that Danzen had completely absorbed his punch without even a flinch. 
 
    There had been times in the past where Danzen had to exhibit his powers on the fly, be it with another assassin, or a few times where it was necessary for him to deal with something quickly in a public space.  
 
    The look was always the same—first shock, then confusion, then, depending on the person’s level of training and awareness, a variety of expressions took shape. He had seen everything from fear to anger, the big man in front of him going with the latter. 
 
    The militiaman ripped his fist away from Danzen but didn’t swing it again, several of the other men now gathering around him, murmuring about what had just happened. 
 
    “Pay him,” Danzen said again, not taking his eyes off the group. 
 
    “Fine,” said Jelmay, “but he certainly doesn’t deserve it, and all of you need a bath. You all smell like yesterday’s cheese. Don’t they smell?” he asked Kudzu. 
 
    “Pay him,” she said, gritting her teeth, her hand on the grip of her new blade. 
 
    Danzen watched as Jelmay forked over a couple thousand kip, grumbling as he did so. 
 
    “You think I want your money?” the militiaman asked, looking like he was just about to spit at Jelmay. 
 
    “Take the money and go to the nearest spa. Have a bath, relax, forget that you ever encountered us,” Danzen said, summoning his Demon Speak ability. 
 
    The militiamen’s expressions all went blank.  
 
    After a momentary pause, they slowly turned away, headed in the direction Danzen and the two yokai had just come from. Once they were gone, Jelmay groaned with disappointment: “Couldn’t you have used your little Demon Speak power before I handed them some money?” 
 
    “I suppose I could have,” said Danzen, noticing now that Kudzu was smiling at him. “But you seem so willing to spend money, and what you did to that man’s poor father sounded so terrible, that I thought you wouldn’t mind.” 
 
    “What? Of course I mind! That man’s father was an absolute moron. I did him a favor by ripping him off so badly that he never let someone do it again. There’s a madness to my method; if he had learned his lesson, he could be rich by now. Apparently he hasn’t, or his son wouldn’t be in the militia. What rich man sends their son to fight in a militia? Not anyone I know of. Then again, his son was clearly a blathering oaf, so maybe that’s why he let him join the militia. You saw him. And while we’re on the subject, what did they feed that guy when he was a kid?” 
 
    “How many more of these types of encounters are we going to have in our trip to Sainshand?” Kudzu asked, cutting him off. 
 
    Jelmay simply turned to the tavern. “I’m hungry. And I’d prefer not to put a number on something that may come back to haunt me.”  
 
    “Fair enough,” said Kudzu. “Let’s get inside.” 
 
    Once they were in the tavern, Jelmay turned to the bar, leaving Danzen and Kudzu behind. 
 
    “We’re going to have to keep an eye on him,” she said, her eyes narrowing on the bakeneko. 
 
    “I’m aware.” 
 
    “Not for his safety, but for ours. I’m assuming you want to keep the same low profile that you have tried to maintain over the last two years, even if you are going to face the Brotherhood head-on.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Jelmay’s going to make that difficult.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    A flagon of ale calmed Danzen’s nerves a bit, yet he was still on guard as they sat in the tavern, awaiting their clothes and the ship’s departure. He was glad that the place was poorly lit, and he recalled how many times he had sat at Suja Raksi Hall, in the back, his hood over his head, Zorya the barmaid always careful around him. 
 
    He appreciated that about her, that the barmaid didn’t stop to talk for very long, nor did she make a big deal out of his appearance. 
 
    He felt that the tavern they were currently in could also be a place like that, a place where no one asked questions, where people generally kept to themselves, where one could melt into the furniture. There was a placard on the wall behind the bar featuring a black ponytail with red thread around its tip hanging from it. Naturally, as the barmaid brought stew to them, Jelmay asked about the piece. 
 
    “That…” A frown formed on the woman’s face. “That belongs to the bartender who used to work here. He was killed a week or so ago, executed out back.” 
 
    “Do you know who did it?” Kudzu asked. “Was the killer caught?” 
 
    The woman shook her head. “People say it was a ghost, and someone claimed to have seen a floating woman in black robes, a white mask on her face. I don’t believe that stuff. Ghosts don’t kill people.” 
 
    Danzen wanted to tell her that she was dead wrong about this, but he let the woman pass and enjoyed his stew while Kudzu discussed it further with Jelmay. 
 
    “It sounds like someone you used to run with,” Jelmay eventually said, nodding to Pilgrim. 
 
    “It was Soko. She told me she did it while looking for me.” 
 
    “Figures,” Jelmay said with a sad snort.  
 
    Rather than wait for them to ask what he was referring to, Danzen explained how she had stopped him in the trading post and had gotten his whereabouts from the bartender, whom she subsequently killed. “You saw her,” he reminded the bakeneko. “She can’t go around in the daylight like that.” 
 
    “No lie,” said Jelmay as he finished his stew and looked to Kudzu’s. “Eat it.” 
 
    “It’s not that great,” she said, sliding the bowl to him. 
 
    “In that case, let me help you with that.” Jelmay gladly took Kudzu’s bowl, drinking directly from the bowl this time rather than using a spoon. “And for the record: it was hard to separate this female assassin you know from those demons.” 
 
    “Slow down,” Kudzu told him. “We can’t have what happened last time.” 
 
    “You mean when I turned into Uncle Gempachi? That was just a rare side effect, honest,” he said, referring to the first encounter Danzen and Kudzu had had with the shape-shifting bakeneko, when he had nearly eaten Mansukh and Yeni out of their family store. “It barely ever happens.” 
 
    After Jelmay had a third bowl of stew, the three shared another round of ale. It was more than Danzen was used to drinking, but he was in control, always ready to draw his blade at a moment’s notice. 
 
    It came time for them to get their robes, Jelmay leading the way back to the woman’s robe shop. The robes that the bakeneko had bought for his companions were packaged up nicely, Jelmay also purchased a bag for Kudzu about the size of Danzen’s burlap sack, which would allow her to carry more items. 
 
    They left and made their way down to the harbor, past all of the small shops that made up the sprawling market set before the river. Jelmay led them over to a ticket seller calling out prices near a plank. 
 
    “Three to Arsi, best cabin you have,” Jelmay told the man. 
 
    “Someone has already purchased the best cabin, my lord. We do have one that is almost of the same quality, but a bit smaller.” 
 
    “How long is the ride again?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “Two days, but there are stops along the way. We have an herbalist who also sells concoctions that will keep you asleep for most of the trip. Do not worry, the cabins are secure.” 
 
    “I’m not worried about the cabins being secured; I am worried about not having the best cabin possible,” Jelmay said in a haughty tone. “Who bought the better cabin? Maybe I could have a word with him.” 
 
    “Um…” The man, who was hunched over and sinewy from a lifetime of shipwork, started to look away. 
 
    “Name…” Jelmay said again. 
 
    “Harsha,” the man whispered. 
 
    Danzen recognized the name instantly. He had killed Harsha’s son, who had the same name as his father, in Suja Village during the fire chicken incident. Later, he had dealt with Harsha senior personally once he found that he was abusing women at Eva Yin’s pleasure house in Chutham.  
 
    “In that case, I guess we need to pay this Harsha a visit. Where is he?” Jelmay asked, flashing a bit of kip, which he tucked in the ticketseller’s pocket. 
 
    “He’s in his room now on the second floor. You can’t miss it; the door is painted in red trim. He arrived not long before you did, my lord.” 
 
    “We will take the smaller cabin,” Danzen told the man. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Jelmay started to say. 
 
    “I’ll explain everything later.” 
 
    Disgruntled as ever, Jelmay forked over more money as they were motioned onto the ship, the large boat creaking as they took a set of stairs that led them to the second floor, where they were presented with a cabin with two beds in it and a quaint view of the river. 
 
    “This isn’t big enough for the three of us,” Kudzu said in disgust. 
 
    “We will make do,” Danzen told them. 
 
    “What’s the deal with this Harsha guy? What do you know about him?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    “I’ve already explained this story to you before,” Danzen said, once again connecting the dots for the bakeneko, and how he’d killed the man’s son. 
 
    “Ah, that’s right. So you offed his kid and later, you forced him to dress as a woman and embarrass himself in front of his men, not to mention the fact that you took all of his money. And now, after all of that, you don’t want to use your power to get us a bigger room?” 
 
    “I don’t use my power at your whim,” Danzen reminded him. 
 
    “We’re going to be stuck in this little room for two days, Pilgrim,” Jelmay said, sweeping his arm in front of them. The room was small, not much larger than Danzen’s kitchen back at the monastery. They would certainly fit in the room, but it would be tight. 
 
    “I can’t believe I’m doing this,” Danzen said as he turned to the door. 
 
    “That’s the spirit!” 
 
    “We’re going to have to break a few rules on this trip,” Kudzu assured him. “I’m guessing you have already figured that out.” 
 
    “He’ll figure it out soon enough. Come, I’ll lead the way.” Jelmay slid the door open and turned down the hall, where he came to a red-trimmed door at the far end.  
 
    Rather than knock, Danzen simply opened the door and stepped into the room, where he found Harsha resting on one of the beds, a dark-haired woman with him, her fingers grazing against his chest hairs. She came alive quickly, and brought the blanket up to cover her chest. Harsha groaned, and as he sat up, he narrowed his eyes on Danzen. 
 
    “What’s the meaning of this?” he barked, reaching for a dagger on the nightstand. Like his son, Harsha was a big man, with the face of an ox and jowls that flapped every time he spoke. 
 
    “Be still for a moment,” Danzen said, calling upon his Demon Speak ability. 
 
    Kudzu entered the room behind him and took a look at it, the fox woman silent as Danzen decided what he was going to say.  
 
    “It will certainly be more comfortable for us,” Kudzu said under her breath. “Remember, we have to be stuck in here with Jelmay for two days.” 
 
    “You will switch rooms with us,” Danzen told Harsha and the woman. “You will tell anyone who asks that we are old friends, yet you will never disturb us throughout the entirety of this trip. Once you’re dressed, you will tell the crew that we have switched rooms at your request. You will not discuss this further with me. You will forget us entirely once we reach Arsi. Out of bed, clothes on, get your things, find a new room.” 
 
    Harsha got out of bed and quickly dressed, the woman doing the same. They gathered their things and left, passing Jelmay in the hall. 
 
    “See?” Jelmay said as he came to the cabin, taking a big breath of fresh air and then coughing a little. “Whew! It smells like—” 
 
    “—The humans fornicated in a foul way, yes,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “A foul way? Ha! I hate the smell of foul fornication. Open a window,” the bakeneko said as he placed his shield on the table, and his sword on a chair. 
 
    Neither Danzen nor Kudzu went to the window, leaving Jelmay to do it himself, the yokai mumbling under his breath as he popped it open. 
 
    “There, that’s better,” he said as he took another look around the place.  
 
    There was an exceptionally large bed, as well as a smaller one in the corner, furniture, and a washroom near the door.  
 
    “It’s certainly something,” said Kudzu. 
 
    Jelmay nodded to the large bed. “The big bed is mine, you can certainly fit on the smaller one, Pilgrim.” Jelmay approached the larger bed and fell backward onto it, crinkling his nose, trying to ignore the smell. “I may have to get the crew to replace the bedding.” 
 
    “Where do you expect me to sleep again?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “On the floor. You’re going to morph back into a fox, right? The door has a lock. We can be ourselves in here. I would already be back in my normal form if it wasn’t for the fact that…” Jelmay slowly stood and began gathering up the bedding. “Yes, I need to replace these sheets. You don’t mind the smaller bed, do you, Pilgrim?” 
 
    Danzen sat on the smaller bed, not feeling like bickering with the bakeneko. “It’s fine.” 
 
    “Just fine? It’s a perfect size for you, your feet aren’t even going to hang off the end of it. Well, maybe if you stretch out, but you can sleep on your side, right?” Jelmay asked him. “Just think, the three of us are about to be stuck in this room for two whole days. We’re going to learn so much about each other.” 
 
    “No, no we’re not,” Kudzu said. “As soon as the herbalist comes around, I want you to buy the strongest sedative he has. I’m not waking up until we reach Arsi.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to take some of the sedative?” Jelmay asked Danzen, the bakeneko now in his cat body. Kudzu had since taken her fox form and had been asleep for the last several hours the boat sailed onward, the herbalist’s sedative on its way to keeping her drowsy for the next two days.  
 
    Returning from the main deck, where he had apparently gambled some, Jelmay now had a fresh wad of kip stuffed in his vest pocket. Danzen suspected that the bakeneko had cheated somehow, but as long as people didn’t come looking for the cat, he didn’t mind. 
 
    “Yes or no on the sedative, Pilgrim.” 
 
    “One of us needs to stay awake, alert.” 
 
    “You don’t trust me to stay awake and alert?” Jelmay asked him. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What’s the worst that can happen on the boat? No one’s going to come on here looking for us, and we’ve already dealt with Harsha. Take some of the herbs and relax. It’ll make the trip better. You’ll wake up, and we’ll be in Arsi. What’s so bad about that?” 
 
    “I will stay awake.” 
 
    But like all men, eventually Danzen dozed off. 
 
    The former assassin woke up the next morning to find the bakeneko on his back, snoring loudly, Kudzu still in the same place on the ground. 
 
    His hood over his head, the former assassin quietly stepped to the door, where he found a string and a bell, a placard on the wall telling him to ring it for room service. Danzen did just that, which caused Kudzu to stir. The fox started to get up but then fell back on her side, asleep again. 
 
    He approached her and carefully lifted Kudzu into his arms, taking her to his bed. He placed the fox on the bed and covered her with the blanket, making sure she was tucked in. Danzen then looked to Jelmay, who continued to snore loudly. 
 
    Rather than do the same, he nudged the larger bed with his foot, Jelmay coming awake. 
 
    “What? Are we there yet? Oh, it’s you, Pilgrim. Whew, I thought it was one of the guys I ripped off last night. I mean, I won the money fair and square, but you get my point.” 
 
    “Room service is coming. I figured you would be hungry.” 
 
    Jelmay yawned. “Thinking of me, huh? Well, you certainly have changed since you first arrived in the Valley, I’ll be the first to tell you that.” 
 
    “You didn’t know me when I first arrived in Genshin Valley.” 
 
    “True, but I heard word that there was the mysterious stranger who’d shown up with a flying sword,” he said with a yawn. “A real scary guy who walked around like a wraith.” 
 
    Jelmay got to his feet and morphed into the human form he kept taking. He then located all his cash in his vest, quickly organized it, and stuffed it back into his pockets. “Just one more day of this,” he said as he sat back on the bed, rubbing the sleep out of his eyes. 
 
    Room service came, Danzen ordering several small barrels of water, Jelmay taking care of ordering the breakfast portion. The food and water arrived about twenty minutes later, their breakfasts served on lacquered platters. There was everything from fried meat to hard-boiled eggs, the smell instantly bringing Kudzu to life. 
 
    “My head,” she said as she turned to them, Danzen and Jelmay now seated at the table. 
 
    “That’s what the sedatives will do to you,” the bakeneko told her. 
 
    “I… I see.” 
 
    Once the white fox realized she was in the bed, and that she had been tucked in, she looked to Danzen and tilted her chin down just a little bit, thanking him. 
 
    “You can’t eat in the bed,” Jelmay told her as he stuffed a sausage in his mouth. “But if you come over here, I’ll put a plate on the ground for you.” 
 
    Kudzu slowly got out of bed. She stretched, her fluffy white tail curling before she dropped to the floor. 
 
    Jelmay scooped a bunch of meat onto one of the plates and set it down for her.  
 
    “Have at it.” 
 
    “I would prefer to eat at the table,” she said curtly. 
 
    “So civilized of you,” the bakeneko told her as he went for another oily sausage.  
 
    Kudzu stepped into the washroom, where she morphed into her human form and put on clothing. She returned in her bright-green robes, retrieved the plate Jelmay had prepared for her and sat, her hair a mess. 
 
    “I need to practice being human,” she said as she took a fork and a knife, glancing down at the meat on her plate. 
 
    Danzen poured her a cup of boiled water, which she readily drank.  
 
    “Are you going back to sleep after this?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    Kudzu nodded. “I am; I don’t like being on the boat.” 
 
    “How do you even know that? You’ve barely been awake since we got here.” 
 
    “It’s better that way, trust me.” 
 
    The three ate, and once they were finished, Jelmay rang the bell by the door again, a man coming to collect what was left of the food and the used dishes. 
 
    Once he was gone, the bakeneko popped one of the herbalist’s pills into his mouth and headed to his large bed. He fell backward onto the bed, and got comfortable with his hands behind his head. “I’ll see you two in Arsi.” 
 
    “Want to go for a walk?” Danzen asked Kudzu, who now stood before him, smoothing her hair over with her hands. 
 
    “Actually, yes.” 
 
    “I thought you don’t like being on the boat,” Jelmay said, his eyes closed. “Also, there is this human invention called a brush. Maybe you should use it.” 
 
    “I just want to walk around for a moment as my food digests. My hair is fine.” 
 
    “Don’t vomit; it isn’t very ladylike. And in case you are wondering: you look wild, but if that’s how you want to go out, that’s on you.” 
 
    Danzen led Kudzu out of the cabin before she could respond.  
 
    He took a set of stairs that led to the top deck, where there were a good dozen people enjoying the views of the riverbanks, the sun on its way to its apex in the sky. Danzen saw what was clearly the start of a rice field, which stretched toward the horizon, a golden tone to it. On the other side of the river were hills and large rocks that extended into the water, the waves splashing around them. 
 
    “I wanted to talk to you about cultivating my echo,” Danzen said once they came to the railing. 
 
    Kudzu raised an eyebrow as she took him in. “You do? Also, does my hair look bad?” 
 
    “No. It’s fine. I have decided…” Danzen cleared his throat.  
 
    He had made several decisions about what would happen after this trip, one of them being to go after Nomin and Soko alone. He would also want to search for his mother by himself as well. But he could tell the two yokai of his plan later; he knew that Kudzu would be able to travel back to Genshin Valley with Jelmay. There wouldn’t be a problem there. 
 
    “After we finish here,” he began, “I think it will be time for me to seriously work on my echo.”  
 
    Danzen recalled the conversation he’d had with Abbot Monpo at the fox shrine, the seven-tailed fox telling him that bending his echo would bring him peace. 
 
    From what he had seen through others who had either bent their echoes, like Nomin, or who had simply gone straight to the source, like Soko, learning to bend his echo would also bring him power. And while he didn’t quite know when this power would be necessary, Danzen was almost certain that there would be a point in the future where he was glad he had spent the time to learn about it. 
 
    He was done being stubborn about the subject; he was ready to learn. 
 
    “What do you already know about cultivating your echo, about bending it?” 
 
    “The very basics; I know about the five tiers and subrankings.” 
 
    “Adept, Mancer, Wielder, Reaver, Divinator, yes, the five tiers. What do you think I am?” 
 
    Danzen recalled that he had once assumed she was at the Stone Adept level, back when he first met her. Now he felt like this was an insult; Stone Adept was the lowest tier paired with the lowest subranking, and he had a feeling she was much higher. 
 
    The subranking system operated in a similar way, the order from lowest to highest being Stone, Crystal, Diamond, Golden, Soul. As if the term operated as an adjective, the subranking came before the tier, so a Stone Adept was literally the lowest stage one could possibly be at. 
 
    He hadn’t meant this as an insult at the time, and now that she was asking him point blank, he didn’t really know where to place her. 
 
    So he shot high. “Diamond Wielder.” 
 
    “I’m flattered, but I’m much lower than that. I am at the Mancer tier, Golden Mancer to be exact. I have yet to shatter the stone, and won’t be able to do so until I reach Soul Mancer,” she told him, and in that moment, he could have sworn he saw a sparkle behind her gray eyes, the same particles of light he had seen glimmering off her coat from time to time. 
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t know where I would fall on the spectrum.” 
 
    “That is why we must visit the fox shrine once we return,” she told him. “You must get tested using a slab of clay.” 
 
    “How will that determine what tier I am at? I thought those only showed subranking.” 
 
    “You really don’t know how the system works, do you?” 
 
    He shook his head.  
 
    “The slab of clay only shows your subranking, you’re right. If it glows green, you are at the Stone subranking, Crystal is white, Diamond is blue, Golden is yellow, and Soul is purple. It then breaks after it has selected your color. Did you see any of the slabs while we were in the shrine? There were some tucked behind the remnant.” 
 
    “I didn’t.” 
 
    “That’s how the slabs are powered. I’m glad to hear you’re interested in this,” she told him. “But I think the best person for you to speak to would be the Abbot.” 
 
    Danzen saw Harsha come out on the deck, the brute lumbering toward them. He had yet to be spotted by the brute, and rather than deal with him, Danzen motioned for Kudzu to follow him back downstairs. 
 
    Once they were in their cabin again, she took the herbalist’s medicine, Jelmay already fast asleep and snoring loudly once again. 
 
    “Thank you for putting me in the bed earlier. It was nice.” 
 
    “You can continue to rest there,” he told her. 
 
    “As a human?” 
 
    “If you’d like.” 
 
    “I don’t believe I’ve ever slept as a human. Sure, I will try it. What about you?” 
 
    “I will sit here,” Danzen said, motioning toward a chair. “One of us needs to stay awake.” 
 
    “Jelmay should have let us have the larger bed; he could have been the one sleeping on the small bed in the corner.” 
 
    “I’m not concerned about it. Sleep isn’t a big concern of mine at the moment.” 
 
    Kudzu sat on the bed, Danzen on the chair. She looked over to him, concern flitting across her face. “You’re worried about what happens when we get there, aren’t you?” 
 
    It was a few moments before he answered her question. “If it’s not safe, I want you and Jelmay to turn back. You two do not need to be here for what happens next.” 
 
    “No, we will support you in whatever way we can. We didn’t go this far to turn back.” 
 
    “It’s not very often that one attacks the Diyu Brotherhood. It has never happened in my lifetime. It happened before I was born, once, by a group of assassins who were hoping to usurp power. It didn’t end well for them.” 
 
    “We aren’t attacking the entire Brotherhood,” Kudzu reminded him. “We are just going after one person.” 
 
    “That’s correct, my teacher, Biren Yeshe, who ordered the hit on me.” 
 
    “We will bypass most of the Brotherhood in getting to him. At least, that was what I was assuming was your plan.” 
 
    “It was. Cut off the head of the snake, get a little information before doing so, then disappear.” 
 
    “What kind of information?” 
 
    “I need to know where two people are. I would also like to know who is still coming after me, if that information is available.” 
 
    “Two people? I’m assuming one of them is the woman who attacked you in Tudan and later attacked in Suja Village.” 
 
    “Soko, yes. And another.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “A blind assassin named Nomin. Even if the hit is called off, she won’t stop until she finds me.” 
 
    “And why is that?” 
 
    “It isn’t for the reason you may think,” Danzen told her. “We hold no grudges against one another. Nomin is a genuine cultivator, and she has practiced bending her echo as long as I’ve known her. I believe she sees killing me as a challenge, and a way to grow stronger so she can move to the next tier.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea where she’s at on the scale?” 
 
    “I knew where she was years ago, but I’m guessing she has improved since then. She’s not interested in money, only the challenge and how it will benefit her practice. I would like to stop her before she makes it to Genshin Valley.” 
 
    “I see,” Kudzu said as she slowly started to lie down, still focused on Danzen. “Do you think there are more assassins actively looking for you?” 
 
    “We will soon find out,” he said. “It really depends on how wide a net Biren Yeshe has cast, and the reward he put on my head. Some are only in it for the money, others for the honor, and still others, like Soko and Nomin, for the challenge and the glory that defeating me will bring them. But we start with the head of the snake, and then we dissect the rest of the parts as we make our way down,” he said coldly. 
 
    “And then you repent,” she said with a sleepy chuckle. “You learn to bend your echo and become a peaceful man.” 
 
    Danzen knew as soon as those words left her lips that this wasn’t what was in store for him. 
 
    He had been born of fire, the bastard of a demon powerful enough to have since conquered Diyu. Everyone had an ulterior motive, and his reason for wanting to cultivate his echo was to grow powerful enough to protect those he cared for, like the villagers, like Kudzu, and Jelmay. 
 
    There was nothing peaceful as to why the former assassin suddenly wanted to learn about bending his echo.  
 
    But she didn’t need to know this. 
 
    And hopefully, it wouldn’t all be for nothing.  
 
    Hopefully Danzen would learn about the power innate in every creature born, spend the rest of his life growing it, only to never have that final battle, the one where it was necessary. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen ended up nodding off, only to be awoken later when he heard movement in the hallway outside. Naturally, his hand went to his blade, which was eternally sheathed at his side. The footsteps passed and the boat continued on its journey, Danzen surprised to see that the sun was starting to set, that he had slept most of the day. 
 
    There was something about the swaying of the boat that relaxed him, and Danzen may have fallen asleep again if it hadn’t been for Jelmay, who was now up, pacing back and forth. 
 
    “Good, you’re awake. Look, the guys I was gambling with yesterday on deck have a lot more money, apparently, and they really don’t know how to spend it, Pilgrim. Believe me. I would like to help them…” 
 
    “No,” Danzen told him. 
 
    “Come on, Pilgrim. Don’t you ever want to be the bad guy?” Jelmay read the look on his face after he said this and slowly backed away. “Right, your past. How many people do you think you killed?” 
 
    “Many.” 
 
    “Let’s try for an estimate. Over a hundred?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Over five hundred?” 
 
    The former assassin nodded again. 
 
    “I guess we should stop there, right? Heh. You know, with that demon blood of yours, you’re probably going to live longer than a normal human. Have you ever thought about that, what it would be like to be eternal?” 
 
    “I haven’t.” Danzen stood, and gave himself a nice stretch, his arms out to the side. 
 
    “It’s definitely something to think about. When you live as long as we do,” Jelmay said, motioning to Kudzu, “you tend to view things a little bit differently, things like compound interest. The only problem with having a long-term bank account is that eventually people wonder why you haven’t died. So then you have to fake your death and impersonate a relative to collect the money to put in a different account. That sort of thing. It’s a hassle, but it’s worth it. You know the drill.” 
 
    “I don’t, but I’ll keep that in mind. Should we order dinner?” 
 
    “Dinner and then back to sleep? Because I think that would be best for us. We need to hit the ground running once we reach Arsi.” 
 
    “I still need to get armor.” 
 
    “If it’s going to cost you, I’ve got you covered. I have the funds to make this trip one to remember. But I would like to get a little more…” The bakeneko offered Danzen a toothy grin. “I could use your help, you know. Your Demon Speak ability. It would make ripping off the general public a lot easier. I can just have them give me the money rather than win it from them.” 
 
    “That’s not what my power is for.” 
 
    Jelmay rolled his eyes. “Why are you so opposed to using that power anyway? It doesn’t seem to draw any demons out of the ground like your blood does.” 
 
    The boat creaked again, Danzen settling his gaze on the yokai. Jelmay offered him the smile of a con man, his whiskers drooping just a bit, the little vest on his body stuffed with so much cash that Danzen could see the bulges in the pockets.  
 
    “He likes a challenge,” Kudzu said, turning to them. 
 
    “I can’t believe you slept in your human form,” Jelmay told her. “Don’t get too comfortable over there, my little fox.” 
 
    “In this form? Not likely. Let’s eat, and then go to sleep again. I’m ready for this boat ride to be over.” 
 
    The three did just that, room service delivering roasted pheasant, boiled potatoes and carrots, as well as a creamy rice dish for dessert. They also dropped off a small barrel of ale, which Danzen and Jelmay gladly drank from, Kudzu sticking with water. 
 
    Both yokai took the medicine from the herbalist, Jelmay once again crashing out in the larger bed, his hands and legs spread wide. Kudzu took the smaller bed, but only after confirming with Danzen that this was fine. 
 
    Rather than sit in the chair and sleep, the former assassin lowered onto the floor this time, cross-legged, his back to the wall. He could almost feel the waves hitting the boat in this position. Once the scent of the food had left, Danzen opened the window to let in a cool breeze, the smell of the sweet water entering the cabin. 
 
    As he started to doze off, Danzen mentally went over the plans for the following day, starting with visiting the armorer known as Kunta, then a carriage ride to Bahlingar, and from there to Sainshand. It would still be several more days before they reached the Brotherhood, but once they did… 
 
    With his eyes closed, he mentally recalled the layout of the compound, the long flight of stone steps that led up to the buildings. He knew there to be five buildings in total, as well as two watchtowers. Biren Yeshe would be in the highest building, the one that sat upon yet another cliffside only accessible by a winding flight of steps, where the masters lived. 
 
    The Brotherhood’s compound was an elaborate affair, and even though it was quite secluded, they had all the luxuries in the world, the higher-ups cunning with the financial holdings they had built up since the fall of Sunyata. 
 
    As darkness spread over the cabin, Danzen wondered if they suspected he was coming. Anyone he had ever spoken to who was familiar with the establishment agreed that it was a suicide mission to try to infiltrate it, and there was a reason it hadn’t been attempted for a very long time. 
 
    His armor, then, would have to not only protect him from sword blows and arrows, if it ever came to that, but would have to also grant him the stealth he needed to move quietly. He had done it before. He had broken into a compound as densely populated as the Brotherhood to take out a single person years ago. 
 
    It was possible, and the advantage he had here was that he knew the place better than anywhere else in the world, having spent most of his youth there. 
 
    But there was a disadvantage as well, which was the members of the Brotherhood themselves, the various masters and any higher-level assassin who just happened to be visiting. There would be ears all over Sainshand; word could quickly get to them that Danzen had returned, which was one reason Danzen was increasingly apprehensive about traveling with Jelmay.  
 
    The bakeneko attracted attention, and while he could be helpful in a fight, especially if he morphed into something stronger, there was a very real chance that he would unintentionally alert the Brotherhood to Danzen’s presence.  
 
    There was also a real urge to do this entirely on his own, Danzen at one point having the notion to crawl out the window and jump into the river below, swim to shore, and head to the west without his companions. But they had been there for him, and there was also the chance that their abilities would come in handy. Plus, he owed it to the two yokai not to simply disappear. 
 
    Danzen got into a comfortable position, his legs now stretched in front of his body. Maybe he was looking at this the wrong way; perhaps having the two with him would give him an advantage, especially with their morphing ability.  
 
    Yes, he was going about this the wrong way. 
 
    Jelmay was a morphing grifter, which was certainly helpful, and Kudzu could turn into a fox, allowing her to move in ways that Danzen and Jelmay could not. They could prove handy. 
 
    The apprehension he was feeling slowly found its way out the window, where it met the cool breeze blowing over the Sakai River, the water crawling up the shoreline and retreating, everything calm for the time being. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The boat shifted, Danzen coming awake almost immediately. Light sifting in through the window told him that it was morning, birdsong reaching his ears, a dampness to the air that would have made him cold had he not had hot demon blood coursing through his veins. 
 
    He could see one half of the city of Arsi, which was demarcated by the river, the sprawling town stretching for well over a mile on both ends. It would be convenient if they could just take the boat to Bahlingar, but the Sakai River eventually curved back around, heading toward the South, making an easy trip impossible. 
 
    “We are here,” he announced. As he approached Kudzu, Danzen gently placed his hand on her shoulder. She was still in her human form, and as she came awake, she settled her gray eyes on the former assassin, a look of fondness spreading across her face. 
 
    “Thanks for letting me sleep in the bed.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. He reached for his Blade of Darkness. Once he had it strapped to his body, he grabbed his satchel and his burlap sack. By this point, Kudzu was up, also gathering her things, including her new sword. 
 
    “We’re leaving,” Danzen announced.  
 
    “What?” Jelmay asked, twisting and turning in his blankets. “We’re not even there yet.” 
 
    “We have arrived.” 
 
    “Bah! They won’t kick us out of the rooms until noon, and they will also feed us if we stick around. But—I can’t believe I’m saying this—if you insist on leaving now, fine. I suppose I can get ready and go as well. You’re going to find this armorer of yours, right?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Good. Meet me at a hotel on the north side of the river called the Sakai Resort, and like I said, let me know if you need some kip.” 
 
    “Don’t rest too long,” Kudzu said as they stepped out of the room, heading to the lower deck.  
 
    Aside from the men who worked on the boat, Danzen and Kudzu were the first people to get off, Kudzu practically throwing her arms over her head and taking a deep breath, the woman clearly relieved to finally be off the boat.  
 
    The fishermen were out, many of them perched around the docks, a few retrieving cages that they had strategically placed along the river bed. Knowing exactly where he needed to go, Danzen headed up a flight of wooden stairs, weaving around a hut that was low to the ground, a woman crouched out front preparing flatbread on a large cutting board that she had placed on the ground. 
 
    She looked up at the two of them, her eyes focusing on Kudzu in her brand-new robes. The woman quickly spat and looked away. 
 
    “The entire kingdom is struggling with a class issue,” Danzen explained to Kudzu, “but it is quite visible here in Arsi, likely why she looked at us that way.” 
 
    “Which is why I probably shouldn’t be wearing a bright-green set of robes,” Kudzu added. 
 
    “Maybe not.” Danzen heard the sound of chickens, instantly remembering Basan and hoping that Temur was taking care of her. He didn’t much like the fire chicken, but he had grown used to her presence.  
 
    They had an understanding. 
 
    It took them a while, but eventually the pair came to a bridge that crossed over the river, high enough that boats could pass beneath it. There were a few horses coming their way, city guards riding them, the group likely on their way back from a morning training at the fortress on the southern side of Arsi. 
 
    His hood over his head now, Danzen moved by the guards, glad none of them paid any attention to him. Once he was on the other side of the Sakai River, he headed to the left, following a path marked by large slabs of rock that went up a small hill and looped back around along the shoreline. It was there that he saw the place he was looking for, smoke from the stone chimney signaling that Kunta was home. 
 
    “Hopefully, this won’t take long,” he said as he motioned for Kudzu to follow him. 
 
    Danzen approached the door and knocked twice. Eventually, the door opened, but rather than being greeted by an older, grizzled man, he was met by a child with bright-blue eyes and reddish-brown hair. 
 
    “I need to speak to Kunta,” Danzen told the youth. 
 
    “Father…” the kid started to say. 
 
    Danzen heard some grumbling from the other room, and was soon greeted by a short, stocky man, his build similar to that of Temur’s, Kunta with a shaved head and a scar on his face that passed over an eye the color of stained porcelain. 
 
    “It’s you…” Kunta stepped in front of his son, pushing him to the side. “W-why have you come here?” 
 
    “Not for that reason,” Danzen told him. “I need armor.” 
 
    Kunta trembled for a moment, his fists tensing, veins appearing between his knuckles. “That’s really all? Because, I don’t want you to do this here, not in front of my son.” 
 
    “I’m not here for that,” Danzen told him. “I’m here for armor. And if I were here for that, I wouldn’t do it in front of your son.” 
 
    It was only then that the blacksmith noticed Kudzu, his single good eye darting between Danzen and the fox woman. 
 
    “May we come in? I will discuss what I need with you,” the former assassin told him. “I will need something for her as well.” 
 
    “What about Jelmay?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    Danzen shook his head. “I don’t believe he’ll stay in that form for long.” 
 
    “Neither will I, unless I have to.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be part of anything that’s—” 
 
    “You won’t be,” Danzen assured Kunta. “May we come in?” 
 
    The man nodded and stepped aside, allowing Danzen and Kudzu to enter the front of his home. It was clear that Kunta ran the storefront of his operation out of the foyer, everything converted to display the armor he currently had on offer, as well as a few weapons the blacksmith had crafted. He bent down and whispered something to his son, his boy nodding and quickly leaving. 
 
    “I didn’t think, I don’t…” he gulped. “I wasn’t expecting you.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter now,” Danzen told him. “You’re the best I know when it comes to creating armor that is fluid. That is what I need. I don’t want any restrictions. I want it to be lightweight.” 
 
    “Lightweight armors are generally easier to pierce,” Kunta said, his tone of voice changing to one of an expert. “If you go with something heavier, it will protect you more.” 
 
    “I’m more interested only in preventing smaller flesh wounds,” Danzen said. 
 
    Kunta licked his lips. “If I may ask, can you tell me a little more of what you’re trying to do here. Is it a, ahem, a more traditional battle?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Kunta moved from a display of armor that hung from hooks on the wall to a set behind it. Danzen noticed that this particular armor was black, designed in a way that seemed as if the leather and steel had been infused in an almost-crosshatch pattern. There were rectangular pieces on the shoulders and arms, as well as additional panels covering common jabbing locations. There was a matching helmet for it as well. 
 
    “Anything cumbersome would need to be removed,” Danzen told him. 
 
    “That’s a possibility. It is designed to fit someone around your size, and is adjustable,” he said as he motioned Danzen forward, showing him the grooves in the leather straps that allowed him to adjust the armor to better fit him. 
 
    “You should try it on; I can make any final adjustments this morning. It would be ready by the afternoon…” Kunta said, his demeanor continuing to morph now that he assumed Danzen hadn’t shown up to kill him. 
 
    The former assassin removed his glaive, and affixed it to a weapon rack, doing the same with Astra. 
 
    “What a blade,” Kunta said, his eye tracing over Danzen’s newest weapon. 
 
    “Something I picked up.” 
 
    “May… May I see it?” 
 
    Danzen retrieved his Blade of Darkness from a sheath, and presented it to the man, not at all concerned that he would try something. Kunta knew better. 
 
    “Fascinating craftsmanship. It was… Yes, yes. Whoever made this used a remnant to craft the blade.” He examined the blackened stone on the hilt, which gave the glaive its unique shadow-wielding power. The glaive didn’t activate in his hands, nor were there any shadows pulling at its tip. Danzen noticed this, wondering if the Blade of Darkness had somehow bonded with him. 
 
    Kunta handed the weapon back to the former assassin, who sheathed it and removed his robes. He put the armor on and adjusted the straps, Danzen commenting on the height of the plates covering the shoulder, and how they were too close to the sides of his face. 
 
    “Yes, all of that will be adjusted, tweaked by noon. I promise.” 
 
    He moved his arms, and swiveled at the hip, Danzen surprised to see that it fit so well. 
 
    “And you have something for her?” 
 
    “It would take me several days to make something like this,” Kunta told him. “But I do have a few things, a breastplate that would fit you,” he said to Kudzu, “some armor similar to this that could cover your shoulders.” 
 
    “Maybe just a breastplate would be best,” Danzen said, “to prevent an arrow from reaching a vital organ.” 
 
    “Yes, a spare arrow is a troublesome affair.” 
 
    Kunta motioned Kudzu to another room, where he kept armor for females. While he was away, Danzen crouched and stood, jumped, and shook out his arms, making sure the armor would work for what he planned to do. 
 
    Kunta’s son appeared again, the youth watching him curiously. 
 
    “Do you like it?” the boy asked. 
 
    “I do.” Danzen caught some movement outside, his arms tensing as he glanced to his sword. A man on a horse approached, Danzen immediately going for his weapon. He took Astra out of its scabbard and nodded for the boy to answer the door. 
 
    Not quite registering Danzen’s concern, the boy did as instructed. It was a man inquiring about armor. 
 
    “My dad hasn’t opened the shop yet,” the boy told him. “Please come back in an hour.” 
 
    The man grumbled for a moment and left, Danzen relaxing some. 
 
    “Were you going to kill him?” the youth asked him. 
 
    Danzen didn’t answer this question.  
 
    Eventually, Kunta returned to the room with Kudzu, who now wore the armor which was just a bit large for her frame. Similar to Danzen’s piece, it was a fusion of leather and metal, Danzen immediately recognizing the unique craftsmanship he had come to expect from Kunta. 
 
    “This will be all we need,” he said as he began removing the armor. “You said you could have it ready by this afternoon?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Kunta told him. 
 
    “Good. We will return at that time. How much do we owe you?” 
 
    “Money?” Kunta asked. Danzen strapped his glaive across his back, Astra at his belt as always. The blacksmith shook his head for a moment, once again looking at his son. “Nothing. Let’s call it even.” 
 
    “If you’re fine with that, I am as well. But I can also pay you and still be fine with it.” 
 
    “No, let’s just call it even.” 
 
    Danzen nodded, Kunta offering Kudzu and him a short bow, his blue-eyed son doing the same. 
 
    Once they left, Kudzu turned to him, the woman now wearing her new armor. “Do I even want to know?” 
 
    “Do you?” Danzen asked as they headed back toward the bridge that crossed over the river, where they would look for a hotel known as the Sakai Resort. 
 
    “I sort of do.” 
 
    “He nearly botched one of the contracts I had been given because he was close friends with the man. I believe he thought I was coming to settle the score.” 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    “At the time I told him I would,” Danzen said. “I was angry. It added a week to the mission trying to track his friend down. But I got my contract eventually.” 
 
    “What did this friend of his do to necessitate his death?” she asked carefully. 
 
    Danzen shrugged. “Sometimes I knew, sometimes I didn’t. I would love to say that everyone I killed had it coming, but many didn’t, or if they did, I didn’t know why hits had been placed on their heads. I killed good people and bad people, and sometimes the bad people were simply being killed at the request of other bad people. I’m not proud of it. I’m not proud of any of it.” 
 
    “And you trust him? What if this armorer of yours informs the authorities, or, I don’t know, rallies some of his friends?” 
 
    Danzen grunted. “We had a relationship before that; I don’t believe he would try to double cross me again. He knows what I am capable of.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen could smell meat before he entered their room at the Sakai Resort, Jelmay with an absolute spread before him, the cat stuffing the food into his face. 
 
    “I was wondering how long it would take for you to get here,” he said with his mouth full. He swallowed, nearly choked, and then offered the two of them a toothy grin. “Please, join me.” 
 
    Kudzu stepped into the washroom to remove her armor and morph into her true form, Danzen taking a seat in front of the bakeneko. 
 
    “Nice armor, fox. Just to be clear: you didn’t get me any, right? How much did it cost you anyway?” 
 
    “No, you’re on your own when it comes to armor,” said Kudzu.  
 
    “Ha! I thought you’d say something like that. I’ve got other plans for whatever battle we may find ourselves in.” Jelmay licked his fingers. “Your brother, you know. I hope you’re ready to meet him soon. I had another one of my little visions last night while you were asleep.”  
 
    “Did you?” Danzen asked. He took one of the clean plates and added potatoes to it, some meat as well. “And to answer your question about costs, there was no cost. The man owed me a favor.” 
 
    “Ooo, I love collecting favors, one of the best things someone can do. But back to my vision of your brother…” Jelmay cleared his throat. “Just be ready for that. It’s a good thing that you are cleaning up your past to prepare for your future, if you know what I mean. I’m sorry to sound cryptic over here, but things will come to a head sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “Come again?” 
 
    “Maybe I should phrase it like this: take care of all the revenge you need to take care of before someone else gives you reason to take revenge yet again,” the bakeneko said in a nonchalant manner. “Sorry if it seems like I’m glossing over what is to come, but I’ve only had visions, so I could be wrong. I have been in the past, you know. But my gut instincts, and I have a pretty good gut instinct,” he said as he puffed out his belly, “it tells me that things are going to get a lot worse before they get better.” 
 
    “That’s reassuring to know.” 
 
    Once again, Jelmay licked his fingers. “That’s what I’m here for.” 
 
    After changing, Kudzu came to the table in her white fox form, her robes and armor hanging in the washroom. Jelmay tossed some meat onto a plate and dropped it to the floor. 
 
    “I don’t like the way you did that,” she growled. 
 
    Jelmay laughed. “Learn to eat at the table like a big fox, and we will do things in a different way.” 
 
    Danzen looked from the white fox to the bakeneko.  
 
    In that moment, he flashed back to what had happened two years ago, in Palmo Mipham’s courtyard, the man’s daughter, Sumi, in his arms. He had whisked the teen away to safety, in the hope that he would go back to the estate, clean up the demons he had unleashed, and disappear for good. Now, he was traveling back to the west with two creatures he would have never thought existed. 
 
    These certainly were strange times. 
 
    After breakfast, the three relaxed for a few hours until Danzen felt it was time to go check on the armor. While he did this, Jelmay headed in the opposite direction to secure a carriage, Kudzu staying in the room. 
 
    Once again, Danzen Ravja wound his way through Arsi to its agrarian south side, past huts with small gardens attached to them, various shops, even a shrine with incense burning in metal bowls above its entrance. He crossed over the Sakai River toward the fertile fields that lay beyond, a boat passing beneath, slicing through the sparkling, emerald-green water. It was a nice day, a light-blue sky overhead, barely a cloud visible, the temperature warm enough to make Danzen glad he had packed lighter robes and that the set Jelmay had bought him was also light. 
 
    He reached Kunta’s home.  
 
    Before he stepped up to the front door, Danzen took a quick look around, making sure that nothing was out of the ordinary. He didn’t think Kunta would ambush him, but he had learned long ago that trust was something earned, and the blacksmith hadn’t earned Danzen’s trust. He knocked and waited, Danzen’s breaths slowing as he concentrated on his surroundings. 
 
    The boy came to the door again and opened it, Kunta not far behind him. 
 
    “It’s ready,” the boy said, motioning to the armor, which was now wrapped in canvas and placed on a table. Kunta joined his son and placed his arm around his shoulder. 
 
    “I want you to forget that I ever came here to get armor from you,” Danzen said, summoning his Demon Speak ability. “We are even now, do not worry about encountering me again. Thank you.” 
 
    He took the package from the bewildered Kunta and stepped out of his home. 
 
    As he returned to the hotel, he recalled what had happened between Danzen and the armorer a few years back, the journey into the mountains he had been forced to take to find a man named Lungen, who had been Kunta’s friend. Lungen was a good archer, and one of his arrows had grazed Danzen’s cheek, unleashing his demons in the mountains that rimmed the southern side of Arsi, which he had to handle after killing his mark. 
 
    He remembered what it had been like to hunt his hellspawns in the mountains, hopping from cliffside to cliffside, scaling bluffs, forced to stop them, Danzen eventually using the terrain to his advantage. 
 
    If only he could get control over his power… 
 
    While he wanted to grow more powerful, considering what he knew was coming, and what Jelmay had warned him about, perhaps bending his echo would allow him to finally get control of his demons. 
 
    Maybe there was a scenario in which he could even command them. 
 
    He reached the hotel to find a carriage already waiting out front, Jelmay standing there in his human form, Kudzu already inside, looking at him through the window of the carriage. 
 
    “Well look at that,” said Jelmay, “you got your armor. I took the liberty of packing the rest of your things, including your helmet. Sure, we wasted a perfectly good hotel room we could have stayed in tonight, but I figured you would want to get on your way, and we did get our money’s worth when it came to the food they served us.” He burped. “At least I did.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Danzen told him. 
 
    Once again, the bakeneko motioned him toward the carriage. “The driver stepped inside to say hello to someone he knows, but after that, we should be ready to go. He has already warned me that there has been an increase in bandits along the road.” Jelmay smiled from cheek to cheek. “Let’s hope for their sake that there isn’t. I mean, heh, can you imagine?” he asked as he opened the carriage door for Danzen. “Let me get your armor from you; I’ll have our driver pack it.” 
 
    “I’m assuming the waterways are closed, meaning we’ll have to transfer to another carriage or rent horses in Bahlingar, correct?” 
 
    “You’d be assuming wrong, Pilgrim. Apparently, they just opened a new road connecting Arsi to Sainshand. But like I said, there is the chance of bandits. It’s faster though, which is why we’re able to do this in a single day rather than traveling to Bahlingar, and going to Sainshand from there, which would take at least three to four days. We’re in luck, Pilgrim, now give me your armor.” 
 
    “I’ll keep it with me.” Danzen removed his Blade of Darkness and climbed into the carriage, where he was greeted by Kudzu, who now wore her armor over her robes. He took a seat next to her, everything in the interior of the carriage clean and plush, the space much larger than he thought it would be. He had ridden in similar carriages before, but this was clearly a brand-new one.  
 
    His glaive next to him, Astra now in his lap, Danzen watched as Jelmay climbed in as well, the cat laughing to himself. “I mean, really, I almost hope that bandits attack us. Is that bad of me? A little devilish, I know, I know. Can you imagine the looks on their faces when you step out and throw your sword at them? Or you pop out as a white fox and tear into one of their throats? The poor fools. You know, maybe that’s a good idea.” 
 
    “What is?” Kudzu asked, in a tone that told Danzen that she was already tired of Jelmay’s chattiness. 
 
    “We recruit as many bandits as we can along the way using your Demon Speak power, and then we use them as an army to attack the Brotherhood. Genius, right? Have you ever done anything like that with your power? Have you ever forced a bunch of men to fight for you?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t answer. 
 
    “Good,” Kudzu said. “That is a coward’s way.” 
 
    “Coward’s way? Ha! You and your assassin’s honor, or whatever. But seriously, you should think about that,” Jelmay said as he settled into his seat. “You could pretty much go door-to-door in Sainshand and tell everyone to meet you at Brotherhood at seven in the morning with their best weapon and just like that,” he said with a clap, “send them all in the battle. Sure, the Brotherhood would be able to cut down many of them, but…” 
 
    There was a knock on the window; Jelmay pressed the curtain aside to see that the driver was checking to make sure they were ready to go. He popped open the handle on the window and spoke to the man. 
 
    “We are certainly ready, and the faster you get us to Sainshand, the better,” Jelmay called out. 
 
    “Since we’ll be traveling overnight, I will hand you off to another driver along the way at a small outpost between here and there,” the driver explained. “You are welcome to stay the night at the outpost rather than sleep in the carriage. I would personally suggest doing that.” 
 
    “No, and why do you keep suggesting that? Like I said earlier, we just want to get there. I promised these two the fastest carriage ride in the entire kingdom, and by Sunyata, that’s what I plan to deliver. Get us there by morning.” 
 
    “I understand, my lord, but the roads are more dangerous these days.” 
 
    Jelmay smiled at him. “Don’t worry about any danger we may encounter. Did you see the swords this guy has?” Jelmay realized then that the carriage driver hadn’t met Danzen yet. He popped open the door again, so the driver could see the former assassin, who had his Blade of Darkness at his side, stretching from the floor to the back cushion, his boomerang sword across his waist.  
 
    “If there is even a hint of trouble, just knock three times and we will handle everything else,” Jelmay said, offering the carriage driver a snarky grin. 
 
    “Yes… Yes, my lord.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was several hours before the knock came, three quick raps waking Danzen, who had since nodded off in the carriage. 
 
    “And… it looks like we have bandits,” Jelmay said after taking a quick peek out the window. 
 
    The carriage came to a stop, Danzen exhaling audibly, his hand naturally finding its place on the pommel of his famed blade. He ignored the commotion he heard and opened the door, where he found four bandits surrounding the carriage, two of them with arrows pointed at the driver. 
 
    “Please,” the driver said, Danzen not sure if he was asking him to do something, or if he was pleading with the bandits. 
 
    It didn’t matter. 
 
    A female bandit with a scarf covering her face aimed her arrow at Danzen. “Not another muscle,” she barked. 
 
    “This is your only warning,” he started to say. 
 
    Rather than hear him out, the largest bandit charged forward with an axe. All of them were in mismatched armor, clearly stolen, the metal over the large man’s shoulders doing little to hide his hefty biceps. He was just about to swing his axe at Danzen when the former assassin loosed Astra. 
 
    The large bandit was on his back in a matter of seconds, choking on his own blood by the time Astra returned to Danzen’s hand. 
 
    “What… You… My brother!”  
 
    The other male bandit charged forward with both his swords drawn. He spun in the air and tried to deliver a blow, but his blind rage and poor swordsmanship made him overshoot his attack. 
 
    Danzen simply stepped aside and blocked his two swings, the man too close to him now for him to throw his sword. Dealing with the man with two swords was a relatively easy task for Danzen, especially with his heightened speed, and it wasn’t long before the man swung both his blades forward, Danzen zipping past him, Astra held in both hands as he sliced into the man’s stomach, the bandit’s intestines spilling out as he fell to the ground, wheezing. 
 
    Danzen ignored the familiar smell as he once again returned his focus to the two female archers, both of whom hadn’t fired their arrows, their hands trembling. 
 
    Gathering up whatever courage she could muster, the first archer finally fired her arrow, Danzen batting it out of the air. She screamed and ran, leaving the other female archer shaking in place, the woman never firing a shot. She eventually snapped out of it and scrambled into the brush, disappearing for good. 
 
    The swordsman bandit, who was on his side now, tried to scoot forward, hoping to drag himself to safety. Rather than let him suffer, Danzen turned his blade around. He used his foot to bring the man onto his back and quickly ended his life, Astra going through his heart. 
 
    After wiping his blade on the man’s robes, he returned his famed boomerang sword to its scabbard. 
 
    “We can go,” Danzen told the driver after he’d moved the bodies to the side of the new road.  
 
    “Thank… thank you, my lord.” 
 
    He got back into the carriage, Jelmay beaming a wicked smile in his direction. 
 
    “You know I’m going to ask, right?” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. “Yes?”  
 
    “Why didn’t you just use your Demon Speak power?” 
 
    “I was going to, but then one of them attacked me. The other one was his brother. I didn’t want him to live without his brother so I killed him too. I let the other two, both female, get away.” 
 
    “They were bandits,” Kudzu hissed. “The two that are alive are lucky you let them live at all. Had it been me, I would have finished them off as well.” 
 
    “Since when were you so ruthless?” Jelmay asked her as their carriage started up again. “It seems like our former assassin here is starting to rub off on you.” 
 
    “I have heard of the bandits’ exploits along the road between Suja Village and Chutham. I know what they are capable of; I know what they have done to women and children. The less there are, the better.” 
 
    “Such harsh judgement. Bandits are generally bandits for a reason, if you get my drift. If you ask me, you should have just used your ability to begin with,” Jelmay said, returning his focus to Danzen. He was seated across from the two of them, still in his cat form, his pudgy little legs not able to reach the ground. “But let me guess, you’re trying to use the power less, right?” 
 
    “Correct.” Danzen didn’t say anything about how he had used the power earlier that day when dealing with the blacksmith. There was no point in giving the bakeneko additional talking points. 
 
    The carriage reached its top speed, Danzen gazing out the window as the terrain rolled by. He understood now why the carriage driver had four horses, everything outside the window a blur as the carriage tore through the countryside. It was a bumpy ride, but they were new roads, Danzen eventually falling into a sleep-like state still with his hand on the pommel of his sword. 
 
    It was dark when the carriage slowed its speed. 
 
    Danzen came awake to find Kudzu asleep in her human form, her head leaning against the side paneling. Jelmay was out as well, lying on his back, his hands on his chest as he softly snored.  
 
    The former assassin saw an orange glow outside of the window, which grew brighter as they approached the outpost. The carriage stopped, and rather than disturb his two companions, he quietly got out to stretch a bit before they departed again. 
 
    The outpost was large, Danzen estimating that around two hundred people lived within the confines of its walls. The gates were already locked for the night, but there were spare horses waiting outside, along with the replacement carriage driver, who had a small bundle of food. 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” said the new driver without giving his name. 
 
    “Same,” Danzen told the older man, who had a dark-gray beard, his eyes sunk into his head. The replacement spoke to the other driver for a moment, and once they swapped out the horses, he climbed onto his perch, nodding to Danzen, who stood by the entire time watching the process, the bundle of food still in his hands. 
 
    Lanterns were lit, and they were hung over the driver like stationary fishing poles. Once he checked the reins, the new driver nodded for Danzen to get inside. 
 
    Danzen got back in the carriage, and they were off.  
 
    It wasn’t long before he noticed something different about the way this man steered the craft. There was something smoother about it, a confidence that he could feel through the frame of the carriage in the way the horses trusted him to lead.  
 
    Danzen remained alert.  
 
    If bandits were brazen enough to attack during broad daylight, there was no telling what they would do at night. He also hadn’t told the driver to give him any warning, Danzen now wishing he had said something. 
 
    The food in his hands, Astra across his waist, his Blade of Darkness at his side, Danzen fell into a meditative state, one that made him feel as if he were part of the carriage, moving forward with it. 
 
    It wouldn’t be long before they were in Sainshand; he couldn’t help but anticipate what would happen next.  
 
    The only way to approach the Diyu Brotherhood’s compound would be through stealth. If he was lucky, he could make his kill and leave without causing even a hint of commotion. But he had to be ready for what would happen if things didn’t go perfectly to plan.  
 
    Danzen had learned long ago that a perfect kill didn’t always align with the perfect scenario. Sometimes it truly did work that way, Danzen’s plan fully realized, the kill swift, none the wiser. But other times, no matter how much he planned for it, things grew choppy. Someone heard a scream, there were more people present than originally anticipated, his mark could fight and was willing to do so—all viable scenarios.  
 
    As the carriage rode deeper into the night, he became fully aware that he was moving into hostile territory. Two years ago, Danzen had disappeared, become a ghost, and now he was coming back for his final vengeance. 
 
    Hopefully, this would be the end of it, and not just a tainted new beginning. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The carriage slowed to a stop, Sainshand on the horizon. They were at a checkpoint, one that had been newly installed, Danzen wondering if the Brotherhood had anything to do with it. 
 
    “They’re going to check us,” he said, Kudzu coming awake. Jelmay, still in his cat form, simply rolled to his side and continued to snooze. 
 
    “We need a plan,” Kudzu said as she reached for her sheathed blade. She used it to poke the bakeneko, who grumbled for a moment before finally turning back to them. 
 
    “There’s a checkpoint,” Danzen told him. 
 
    “Money, just hand the kip out the window. It works every time; I did the last time I came to Sainshand.” 
 
    “When were you last in Sainshand?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “Does that really matter? I get around. I’ve been all over the kingdom. The money is in the pocket of my robes,” he said, gesturing toward his clothing, which was in a pile on the floor of the cabin. Kudzu used her sword to retrieve it, drawing the robes over to her where she found several wads of cash. 
 
    “How much do we give them?” she asked. 
 
    “Just a thousand or so. You know what? Fine, I’ll do it, but…” There was a knock on the door, no time for Jelmay to transform. Kudzu took some of the kip and popped open the window. She handed the money out; Danzen saw a hand quickly take it, announcing that they were good to continue onward. 
 
    “See?” Jelmay asked once the carriage started up again. “It’s that easy. Everyone in the human world can be bought. I’m not saying I like that about their world, but it is a known variable that I have used to my advantage for some time now.” He yawned. “It’s back to sleep for me. It will still take us another twenty minutes to reach the city.” 
 
    “And then what?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “We should go to a hotel called Sunyata’s Grace,” said Danzen. “I know the owner. It would be better than getting dropped off at the gates. The city will be crawling with people affiliated with the Brotherhood.” 
 
    “Let the driver know now,” Jelmay said. 
 
    Danzen knocked his fist against the ceiling, the carriage slowing to a halt once again. He stuck his head out the window. “We need you to take us to a hotel called Sunyata’s Bountiful Grace,” he called to the driver, “on the western side of the city.” 
 
    “Sunyata’s Bountiful Grace…” The driver nodded, the bearded man now chewing on something. “I know the place.” 
 
    Danzen shut the window and made sure the dark-green drapes were closed as well. He wore his hood over his head now, the fear of being recognized keeping him on edge. The carriage slowed as they reached the city gates, and then it started to turn, Danzen glancing out the window once just to make sure they were heading in the right direction. 
 
    The city of Sainshand was one of their kingdom’s most beautiful places, the homes and shops arranged along wide boulevards dotted with sycamore trees, their trunks bulbous and bulging, proof that they had been planted long ago. Rather than dirt roads, the ground was paved in blue stones, the clop of the horses’ hooves instantly noticeable. 
 
    He knew from growing up around the city that they hosted elaborate events every season along these boulevards, celebrations drawing in people from as far as Odval, near the Outer Regions. Further to the west, several miles from the hotel they would be staying in, was the Diyu Brotherhood, which extended up Mount Laksh, the buildings once belonging to monks long before heaven fell.  
 
    There was a very real chance that Danzen would be able to see the compound from their bedroom at the hotel, that was, unless it was obscured by gray clouds, which was not uncommon for Mount Laksh.  
 
    It wasn’t often that the former assassin was nervous. Yet he couldn’t help but feel apprehension as they grew closer to the hotel, Danzen sensing how close they were to the place he had grown up, where he had learned to kill indiscriminately and with incredible precision. 
 
    The carriage came to a stop. Jelmay finally sat up, the cat now morphed into his human form. 
 
    The driver opened the door and Jelmay and Kudzu stepped out, both surveying the area before they motioned for Danzen to follow. He carried his armor, his bags, and his Blade of Darkness, Astra at his side as always. The former assassin quickly made his way inside, leaving Kudzu and Jelmay outside to finish up with the driver. 
 
    “Now there’s a face I haven’t seen in a while,” the man behind the counter said as soon as he saw Danzen. 
 
    “Terru.” 
 
    “Danzen,” said the owner of Sunyata’s Bountiful Grace, a heavyset man with a bald head, large ears, and a thin mustache that extended to his chin. “It has been years.” 
 
    “I was wondering if you would still be here.” 
 
    “Where else do I have to go?” Terru asked, laughing at his own statement. “I’m guessing you want your usual room, right?” 
 
    “If it is available, yes. I also have two guests with me.” 
 
    Kudzu entered first, with her bags and sword, the woman nodding curtly at the hotel owner. 
 
    “I haven’t seen you travel with a female companion in a long time,” Terru said, taking in the white-haired woman with her elven ears.  
 
    “Please, our room. We traveled overnight and are in need of rest.” 
 
    “Certainly, certainly.” Terru moved to a cupboard, where he procured a key. 
 
    Jelmay entered holding the package of food that the driver had given them last night at the outpost. “You didn’t tell me we had food, Pilgrim.” 
 
    “This must be your third guest.” Terru returned to Danzen with the key to one of the rooms upstairs. “The room only has two beds.” 
 
    “That’s fine.” 
 
    “I have another room down the hall that has three beds, but the view faces the alley.” 
 
    “We will take my normal room.” 
 
    “Right, you know best.” Terru turned to the three. “Will there be anything else?” 
 
    “Breakfast,” Jelmay said as he peeked into the package of food. “As much as I want to eat stale bread, a hot breakfast would be better. Can you have one delivered to our room? Also, we are going to need to rent three horses. Spare no expense, I can afford it.”  
 
    “Of course, my lord, all that can be arranged.” 
 
    “Good,” Jelmay said as he strolled past Danzen. “I’m famished over here.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Food eventually arrived, Danzen immediately familiar with the peppery spice that they used in Sainshand. There was nothing in the initial bite, the spice slowly growing in his mouth, causing his eyes to water and nose to start running by the second bite. Jelmay, who was back in his cat form, looked like he had been sobbing; Kudzu, who had kept her human form, continually wiped her eyes. 
 
    “I don’t know if I like this,” she said as she examined one of the oily slices of sausage. 
 
    “Yet you continue to eat it,” Jelmay told her.  
 
    Once the three were finished with their meal, Danzen relaxed onto one of the beds, hoping to get some rest. Kudzu did the same on the opposite bed and Jelmay decided to head out, Danzen reminding him before he left to be extremely careful, to make sure no one followed him back to the hotel. 
 
    “I’m just going to the bank,” Jelmay said. “Someone has to fund this trip.” 
 
    “Are you ready for tonight?” Kudzu asked once Jelmay morphed back into his human form and left. 
 
    “We will scout the place, make plans, and then return in the morning. Yes, I’m ready.” 
 
    “I believe I will go in my fox form tonight. Are there places where we can hide my robes and my armor around the Brotherhood, my sword as well?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Good. That will give me that option too. We may end up having to leave the things behind, which I am fine with. I am partial to the robes, but there will be no sense in going back for them.” 
 
    As he stared at the ceiling, Danzen tried to mentally go over the layout of the Diyu Brotherhood, its five buildings, every nook and cranny. He found himself in an odd, dreamlike state in which he was able to glide over the compound, the more vulnerable positions highlighted, Danzen recognizing new ways of entries only to forget them once he fell asleep fully. 
 
    He woke several hours later once Jelmay entered the room again, the shifter yokai immediately moving back into his natural state. Danzen had long since noticed that the bakeneko was able to conjure clothing as well, which was something that Kudzu wasn’t able to do, Jelmay back in his little vest, a shifty smile on his face. 
 
    “What did you do?” Danzen asked him, almost feeling like it was a question that Kudzu would have gone with. She was still asleep, her back turned to the two of them. 
 
    “I just made us a lot of money,” Jelmay said. 
 
    “I thought you were going to the bank.” 
 
    “I did go to the bank, and then I visited the nearest tavern, where there was an intense, but highly illegal card game going on. I spent several decades perfecting the art of counting cards, and just like that,” he said with a snap, “I was able to double the money I took out of the bank.” 
 
    Danzen sat up, his eyes jumping from the door to the window. It was an option if they needed to escape, the window opening onto a metal water container surrounded by vertical planks of wood. He had used this exit before, once when he thought he’d been followed back to the hotel. It turned out just to be Soko, toying with him. 
 
    “We have a couple more hours till it gets dark; I don’t know about you, but I’m starting to get hungry again,” Jelmay said as he took a seat on a chair in the corner of the room.  
 
    One reason that Danzen liked this particular room was that it felt very anchored, a bed in each of the corners, a table against the wall across from one of the beds, two chairs in front of it, an additional chair against the wall, and then finally a dresser across from his bed. There was a restroom as well, but was only accessible via the hallway. 
 
    Jelmay got out his money and began stacking the bills. He licked his fingers and counted the money once again before dividing it into three rolls, two of which he tucked into the pockets of his vest. “That one is for you,” he said, nodding to a fat wad of kip. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Just in case we get separated somehow. I know you are apprehensive about what is supposed to happen tonight and tomorrow, and while I have confidence that we will get through it—at least I haven’t foreseen anything that would tell me otherwise—we should probably be prepared to get separated. I’m not too worried about Kudzu; she can just turn into a fox and run back to Genshin Valley. But you can’t do that.” 
 
    “I have money.” 
 
    “In a bank account, right? I believe you told me that at some point.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “And to get that money you would have to show your face. This is just in case you need to sneak your way back to the Valley and need some cash. And before you say no, I’m well aware that you can just use your Demon Speak power and have a few people cart you back on a palanquin. But you don’t like using your power, so this will make it so you have some funding.” Jelmay nodded to the money. “Well, come on then, take the money.” 
 
    Danzen made his way over to the table. He sat across from the bakeneko and eyed the kip. Finally, he took it from him and tucked it into an inner pocket. “Thank you for your concern.” 
 
    “It’s not even my money,” Jelmay said with a snicker. “The money I had in one of my accounts here was all stolen from a guy who had made his kip in the slave trade. Maybe you have heard of him, a man named Palmo Mipham. He died a few years back, just left a daughter I believe.” 
 
    “Sumi,” Danzen said, not at all surprised to learn that Jelmay had somehow been involved in the man’s affairs. “I know of him. And I’ve met his daughter.” 
 
    He didn’t get into the story of his final contract, or how that played out two years ago. He had actually told Jelmay the story before, but never had revealed the names. It was weird to think that the bakeneko had stolen from the man while he was alive; this reminded Danzen yet again of how connected their world could be, from a shifty yokai to a wicked businessman and even to the man’s estranged daughter, who now held her father’s Sunyata talisman. 
 
    Kudzu stirred, and when she was up, Jelmay went downstairs and ordered food. 
 
    It came an hour later, meat pies with that familiar Sainshand spice, along with a small keg of ale. Jelmay drank some, Kudzu and Danzen sticking with water. The sun began to set, and as it did, Danzen kept gazing out the window, where he could see the Diyu Brotherhood several miles away, lit at the base of Mount Laksh.  
 
    The three rested after they ate, Danzen seated on the floor against the wall, Kudzu and Jelmay taking the beds. As it grew closer to midnight, Danzen prepared for their scouting mission. He put his armor on, including the helmet he had taken off the sugawara.  
 
    Once Kudzu was up, she morphed into a fox and crawled out of her robes, allowing Danzen to pack her clothing into the bag that Jelmay had given her. Danzen carried her sword as well, sheathing it around his waist so it pressed on top of Astra. 
 
    Jelmay was the last awake, and once he saw that the two were ready to go, he quickly got out of bed and equipped his sword too, leaving his circular shield behind. 
 
    “You’re taking that too?” he asked after he saw Danzen adjust his Blade of Darkness, which was now strapped to his back. 
 
    “I went to a lot of trouble to obtain this weapon; I would prefer not to leave it behind.” 
 
    “Suit yourself,” Jelmay said as he made his way to the door. He was just about to turn right, to go down the stairs that led to the foyer, when Danzen stopped him. 
 
    “We will go this way,” Danzen said as he stepped out into the hallway, Kudzu following him. He closed the door and locked it, the former assassin leading the two of them in the opposite direction, to the end of the hallway, where they found the door that opened onto a stairwell that opened to the outside, the three horses Jelmay had rented waiting in the courtyard below. 
 
    Danzen approached the first horse and placed his hand on its neck, the horse letting out a soft snort. He unfastened the reins and mounted up, Jelmay doing the same. They trotted out of the hotel, moving faster as they approached the edge of the city, Kudzu running at their side.  
 
    It didn’t take them long to cover the distance between Sainshand and the Diyu Brotherhood’s compound, Danzen constantly scanning the horizon for patrols. He felt that it was a good sign that they didn’t have anyone out, which signaled to him that they hadn’t been alerted of his presence. If they had, he was certain that the roads connecting the city to the Brotherhood would be lined with everything from mercenaries to city guards.  
 
    They slowed about a fourth of a mile away from the compound, Danzen leading Jelmay and Kudzu to a small ravine with trees on either side, stars glittery above.  
 
    They tied the horses up to one of the trees and moved out on foot, keeping low as they approached the steps that led up to the first building, the same steps Danzen had been placed before as a child. 
 
    “Tell me there’s a faster way,” Jelmay said as he eyed the steps, which were lit by a lantern every fifteen feet or so. 
 
    “There is.” 
 
    Danzen guided them to the left, where he found some grooves among the stone walls.  
 
    He started to climb up it, falling into his old self, the countless hours he spent learning about using one’s natural surroundings for entry and exit. He pulled himself up onto a ledge, looking down to see that Jelmay was only halfway there. The bakeneko eventually reached him, Danzen now seeing that Kudzu had found a different way, the white fox trotting alongside the stone stairs until she discovered a path that wouldn’t be accessible by humans. 
 
    “This way.” Danzen continued forward, from one ledge to the next until they were almost above the Brotherhood. This didn’t last long, and eventually they were even with the walls that surrounded the first structure, Danzen noticing that there were a few guards out, but nothing that signaled to him that they’d been discovered. 
 
    Once again, they scaled up a wall using protrusions invisible to someone who hadn’t spent years in the compound. From there they transferred onto the first building, where they crouched on the rooftop, Danzen noting that everything was in place. 
 
    “I don’t understand why we don’t just do this now,” Jelmay said. “Killing him in his sleep will be so much easier.” 
 
    “It’s because of them,” he said, motioning toward one of the courtyards, to several men with large, burly dogs circling around them.  
 
    “There has to be… Thirty of them,” Jelmay said. “Maybe more. I hope Kudzu is…” 
 
    A few of the dogs started barking. Danzen saw something white slip into a shadow, the owner of one of the dogs telling them to quiet down. 
 
    “And they leave every morning?” 
 
    “The grounds of the Diyu Brotherhood are patrolled by local militia. As soon as the sun comes up, they move through the cavern there,” Danzen said, pointing to the left-hand side of the compound. “It exits on the other side of the mountain, where they live in a village surrounded by waterfalls. These men have been doing this for generations, raising their young to perform the same task, and in doing so they are not only shielded by the mountain, but also by the Brotherhood itself. But they will leave in the morning as they always do.” 
 
    “So that’s it, then? Everything is set?” 
 
    “It appears nothing has changed; the instructors will be in that building there,” he said, pointing to the right, to the tallest building which had been cut out of stone and seemed to tower over the compound. A few of the rooms were lit inside the building, and there was a giant flag on the top, beating in the wind. 
 
    “So what’s your plan, then? Just sneak around and meet him in that building?” 
 
    “We will continue along that path there,” he said, motioning to the left again, Jelmay squinting for a moment until he saw a pathway seemingly cut into the rock. “We’ll come around there, and go from that spot there,” Danzen said, pointing to an overhanging rock ledge, “to that window.” 
 
    “You plan to kill him in his bedroom?” 
 
    “He won’t be in his room. He begins every morning meditating in one of the chambers below. That window will get us two floors above the chamber. I will continue downward.” 
 
    “What about me?” 
 
    “You will stay here,” Danzen said, motioning toward the gate, “hiding in preparation to attack. If I’m detected, there will be an alarm. Kudzu will be with you, and she can go forward and quickly discover where I have been found. You will be my backup.” 
 
    “Is that what I signed up for?” Jelmay asked, a hint of disappointment in his voice. 
 
    “I told you I could do this alone.” 
 
    “Yes, you did, but there would be no fun in that.” 
 
    “If I do this correctly, the two of you won’t have to do anything. I will simply meet you at the front, where we climbed up those first rocks. We will ride back to town from there. Before we set off in the morning, we should arrange a carriage, or simply buy the horses and continue on our way. I don’t know how long it will take for word to reach the city. Since my teacher is one of the highest, if not the highest, members of the organization, they may keep it secret for a while, which would be to our advantage.” 
 
    “But if they start sending out search parties, we’re in trouble,” Jelmay said. “Got it.” 
 
    “We may need to travel back a different way if that’s the case, but it is easy to hide once we are away from the cities, which is something I’m sure you’re familiar with.” 
 
    Jelmay smiled. “It’s easy to hide from humans, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Not always, but sometimes. Come, let’s find a place to hide Kudzu’s things.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They reached the hotel safely, Danzen leading Kudzu and Jelmay to the back entrance. They hadn’t been spotted on the way back, and everything seemed to be moving in the right direction. 
 
    There would be an end to all of this sooner rather than later. 
 
    Jelmay took one of the beds, and Kudzu offered the other to Danzen, who declined, letting her sleep while he cleaned his weapons.  
 
    It was interesting running his hand along his Blade of Darkness, the dark shadows of the room swelling around its tip. He had to be careful; he knew the shadows were razor-sharp, that they had learned that they only revealed this power when they were thrust forward. 
 
    Danzen ended up cleaning his armor as well, and polishing the helmet that he had taken off the sugawara. The metal was black and it almost looked like it had been made alongside the armor, Danzen glad that Selden had suggested he take the helmet with him. He tried it on again, the piece finally starting to feel like it belonged to him. 
 
    Perhaps he wouldn’t trade it in the end. 
 
    After his weapons were cleaned, and his armor was ready, the former assassin sat with his back against the wall focusing on his breathing, the room bathed in murky shadows. 
 
    Once this was over, he would start a new chapter of his life, one in which he learned how to bend his echo. He hoped it would bring peace; the more Danzen thought about it, the more he leaned toward this idea, disregarding the other side of the equation, the one that promised to make him more powerful. 
 
    In a choice between peace and power, he would choose the former. 
 
    Danzen never did fall asleep that night, but he did put himself into a calm, meditative state that was almost like sleep. It was within this state that he heard some commotion below, something on the rooftop above as well. 
 
    Zipping forward, Danzen grabbed his blade and crawled out of view, hiding in the bathroom as he peeked around the edge of the door frame.  
 
    He saw a man in black clothing outside now, the would-be assassin slowly opening the window. As soon as he entered, the man was met by a blade to the throat, Astra returning to Danzen in an instant, dark blood spraying onto Jelmay’s bed, some of it onto the bakeneko’s face.  
 
    “What? What’s this?” Jelmay asked, coming awake. 
 
    “Kudzu, Jelmay, we have to go,” Danzen told the two. He wished now that he hadn’t aimed for the man’s throat; he could have questioned him, forced an answer. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Kudzu asked as she awoke, the fox’s gray eyes going wide when she saw the man on the ground, gargling on his own blood as he crawled toward Danzen. 
 
    Jelmay hopped out of the bed, grabbed his sword, and drove it into the man’s back. “What’s it look like, fox? Someone ratted us out.” 
 
    “Terru?” Danzen asked, instantly thinking of the hotel owner. 
 
    “Who else would it be?” Jelmay placed his bloody sword on the bed and looped his shield onto his back, grabbing his weapon again. He then wiped his sword on his bed and sheathed it at his waist. Smoke began to enter the room from beneath the door, Danzen instantly familiar with this kind of trap. 
 
    The assassins had failed in their timing; the man entering the window was supposed to enter after the smoke started up. 
 
    “Amateurs,” Danzen said as he gathered his things, stuffing his armor in his satchel along with the purple robes Jelmay had gifted him. He would have to change somewhere else. “You two go out the window; I will handle everything else.” 
 
    After placing his helmet over his head, he gave the rest of his armor and his satchel to Jelmay. Kudzu leaped out of the window to the water container outside that would act as a ledge for them to hide on as Danzen dealt with the assassins. 
 
    “Wait for me,” Jelmay told her as he did the same, leaving Danzen in the smoke-filled room alone, his Blade of Darkness now in his hands.  
 
    Anger filled him as he sliced into the air before him, the impact of his blade cutting through the door and into the hallway, Danzen hearing a cry from someone who wasn’t expecting this kind of attack. He threw his Blade of Darkness forward again, smoke all around him as his shadows cut forward again and again, splinters in the air, the deep cuts tearing into the floorboard and eventually bringing the door down.  
 
    He kicked through what was left of the door, his eyes shut now as he moved into the hallway. 
 
    Once again, Danzen relied on his other senses as he thrust his blade forward and met a man just as he was trying to stab at him. He pulled the weapon out, shadows and blood trailing back as he cut through another assassin, this one sounding as if she were female. 
 
    Blood splatter, people gasping for air, smoke bombs nearly overwhelming, the sound of someone behind him falling down the stairs—Danzen was in his element. 
 
    He reached the exit and kicked the door open, only to be greeted by archers standing near the stables, the three training their weapons on the former assassin.  
 
    The first arrow passed just over his shoulder; he managed to duck the second arrow, Danzen instinctively going for Astra. He flung his blade forward; it cut into one of the archers’ chests and returned to him, the other two not able to load another arrow before Danzen reached them. 
 
    “How many have joined you?” he asked, calling forth his Demon Speak ability. 
 
    “E-e-eleven…” 
 
    “Defend us while we escape,” he told the archers. “Neutralize anyone that tries to stop us. Do not hesitate to kill for me.” 
 
    Danzen whistled, letting Jelmay and Kudzu know it was safe to come down. Kudzu had no problem leaping to the ground; Jelmay was apprehensive about it, the bakeneko pacing back and forth for a moment. 
 
    As the archers prepared to defend them, arrows nocked and ready to go, Danzen grabbed a bale of hay and moved to the side of the building for Jelmay to jump onto. 
 
    “Get another,” Jelmay told him. 
 
    Grumbling to himself, Danzen found another bale of hay in the stables and took it out, placing it next to the first one. An assassin came running around the back of the hotel only to be met by an arrow, which brought him down as the archer loaded another. 
 
    Jelmay took a running leap and landed on the hay, Kudzu managing a chuckle even though she was completely alert. 
 
    “We need to hurry,” Danzen said as he helped the bakeneko to his feet. 
 
    “I would have landed better if I hadn’t been holding all of your stuff!” 
 
    “I can change into my armor outside of town. Let’s go.” 
 
    They got onto their horses while the archers defended them, Jelmay now morphed into a human. Once they were properly mounted, they took off toward the Diyu Brotherhood, Kudzu in her fox form running at their side.  
 
    Rather than going along the main stretch of road that marked the exit to the city, they turned onto a path that cut through a thick bramble of trees, the horses not at all enjoying the route.  
 
    Kudzu led the way, calling to the horses as they twisted deeper into the thicket, eventually coming to a riverbed, and from there, to a smoother surface, with large shrubs. It was here that Danzen hopped off his horse and took his armor from Jelmay, who remained on his steed. 
 
    “Same plan as yesterday?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    “They have found out about us; they will know why I have returned. Our only chance is to move as quickly as possible, before word gets to them that the assassins failed.” 
 
    “They didn’t exactly send their best and brightest, did they?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    “The best and brightest are generally out on assignment, or training with someone on assignment,” Danzen said with a grunt. 
 
    “So you just killed a bunch of students?” asked Kudzu. 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    “Shame.” 
 
    “They knew what they were signing up for,” Jelmay said. 
 
    “No, no, they didn’t,” Danzen told him as he finished putting his armor on. “They were likely given very little information as to what they would encounter. Had they known…” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess you are right there,” said the bakeneko. “If they had known that they were trying to kill one of the Brotherhood’s best assassins who was also half-demon, they may not go along with it.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say best, but pretty much.” 
 
    Once he was in his armor, Danzen mounted his horse again, Kudzu leading the way yet again, the white fox guiding them just far enough from the main road to avoid being detected by any patrols. 
 
    It was a suicide mission, Danzen couldn’t help but think that. At the same time, he also couldn’t help but question this notion.  
 
    If the Diyu Brotherhood was mostly protected by teachers and students, why did he think it was a suicide mission? Was fear of the compound something that they had instilled in him at an early age so he wouldn’t ever think of returning with malicious intent? 
 
    Only time would tell. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    An arrow hit Danzen’s horse as they neared the front steps of the Brotherhood.  
 
    The beast went down, the former assassin able to land on the ground, where he rolled to his feet. They had been riding through the forest to the left of the Brotherhood’s entrance when the arrow struck—Danzen knew that only someone who had bent their echo or had a weapon forged with a Sunyata remnant or enhanced by a talisman could fire a shot like that.  
 
    Leaping up to the branch of a tree allowed Danzen to catch a glimpse of the culprit, one of the instructors, a woman known as Yuna. 
 
    She had fired her shot from well over a thousand feet away, Danzen keenly aware that his blade wouldn’t be able to travel that distance. 
 
    That wasn’t the only thing that caused him to quickly drop down from the tree and get behind its trunk, Jelmay doing the same near him. 
 
    There were twenty students with Yuna, all of them with their bows aimed at the forest. Judging by their height and the light-gray robes they were wearing, Danzen assumed that most of them were between the ages of fourteen and fifteen. 
 
    Arrows struck trees all around them, the students well-trained, loading them much faster than Danzen would have expected. 
 
    “They are either going to hit us, or run out of arrows!” Jelmay called over to him. An arrow landed a tree between the two of them, wood splintering into the air. “See!” 
 
    “I’ll move ahead and circle back around once I can gauge how large their force is. Be careful!” Kudzu kept low to the ground as she charged away from the arrows.  
 
    Danzen knew that the militiamen would have left by now, but there was always a chance that they were told to stick around, which would add yet another complication to the mix with their giant dogs.  
 
    Ignoring the arrows, the former assassin briefly closed his eyes, listening for any barking.  
 
    He didn’t hear any, and having grown up on the compound, he knew that those dogs were hard to quiet once they got going. He noticed the arrows start to thin, and as they did, he looked to Jelmay, who had a glint of mischief in his eyes now. 
 
    Danzen glanced around the tree trunk to get a better look at what was in front of them when an arrow hit him directly in the forehead. 
 
    His sugawara helmet shielded Danzen from the strike, but he could certainly feel it, the former assassin stumbling back, keenly aware that the arrow had come from Yuna. He caught himself from falling and kept his hand on his head for a moment, massaging it under his helmet. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Jelmay asked him. “Pilgrim. Talk to me!” 
 
    Danzen looked at his fingers. No blood. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Good. And by the thunders of Sunyata, don’t peek around trees next time! Listen, I have an idea. Follow my lead…” Jelmay morphed into the spitting image of the assassin, aside from his Blade of Darkness. “Stay close to me,” he said in Danzen’s voice as he pulled his hood over his head and placed a shield before him, ducking in front of it.  
 
    Jelmay slipped around one of the trees and picked up a stray arrow, which he stuffed under his armpit so it looked like it was sticking out of his chest.  
 
    The former assassin kept to the tree trunks behind him, tracking the bakeneko. Danzen and Jelmay as Danzen slowly crept forward, finally reaching the perimeter of the woods, Yuna and her students dangerously close to them. 
 
    “Please…” Jelmay said in Danzen’s voice. “Please stop, I beg you.” 
 
    One of the students fired an arrow, Jelmay able to block it with his shield. Crouched to the left of the morphing yokai, Danzen saw that Yuna’s students had indeed run out of arrows aside from a few at the front, who each had a single arrow nocked and ready to go. 
 
    “Enough trickery.” Yuna stepped forward with a curved blade, a scowl forming on her face. “The Danzen Ravja I know would never cower behind a shield.” 
 
    “Now would be a good time to do something…” Jelmay as Danzen hissed to his counterpart. 
 
    Realizing that Jelmay’s plan wasn’t going to work, Danzen simply stepped past him, his famed blade drawn. A few of the students at the back gasped at Danzen’s terrifying appearance, while those at the front each fired an arrow, the former assassin easily batting them away. 
 
    “I am not here to fight your students, nor am I here to fight you,” Danzen told Yuna, who wore golden robes, her bow adorned with white tassels. Yuna was an older woman with streaks of gray in her hair, a defiant look on her face, shoulders that told of her years of archery. “I’m here for one man, and one man only.” 
 
    Danzen noticed something different about the students. All of them stared at him in a strange way, blood dripping out of a few of their ears.  
 
    It dawned on him that using his Demon Speak ability would be useless against them. Yuna had punctured all of their eardrums. 
 
    “We knew the day would come if we didn’t kill you first,” Yuna seethed. “Once we received word that you had finally made it to town, we prepared our students. I’m surprised you didn’t figure it out last night when the roads were clear between here and the city. The Danzen I used to know would have instantly recognized that something was awry.” 
 
    The woman reached back for her quiver and took an arrow out that had a red cloth tied just before its fletching. She loaded it and pointed the arrow in the air. As soon as she fired it, her students dropped their bows and went for their swords, all charging at Danzen and Jelmay at the same time. 
 
    “I’ll deal with them; you just get to your teacher,” Jelmay as Danzen said, his sword in his hand now. 
 
    Danzen appreciated the bakeneko’s confidence, but he knew that Jelmay wouldn’t be able to handle twenty opponents, even if they were inexperienced. He also didn’t like the idea of cutting down the students, and if he killed one, he would have to kill them all to make sure none sought vengeance. 
 
    But that was what his Blade of Darkness was for, and even though the sun was starting to rise, there were plenty of shadows still peppering the woods, the tip of his weapon summoning all of them as he slowly brought it to the ready.  
 
    It was with a heavy heart that Danzen cut five of them down, a few of the others bristling, others charging ahead. His second strike took down more, Danzen keenly aware of Yuna’s presence during the entire ordeal. 
 
    Once he brought down several more of her students, he left the rest to Jelmay, Danzen advancing on Yuna, who screamed as she thrust her curved blade forward.  
 
    Danzen parried her attack and blocked her next swipe with his sword. She didn’t deserve to die this way. Yuna had trained him on the bow, and had he taken interest in it, he knew that she would have shepherded him. He also had a feeling she wouldn’t have called for his death once he decided to retire. 
 
    But he had two goals in coming to the Diyu Brotherhood—to make this quick and to kill his teacher.  
 
    He summoned his speed and curved his glaive in an upward direction, its tip easily puncturing the bottom of Yuna’s chin, and from there to the back of her mouth, finally reaching its natural stopping point. Blood pooled in her eyes as he held her there for a moment, Danzen slowly letting her down. “I’m sorry, Yuna,” he said as she slid off the end of his shadowed blade.  
 
    One of her students screamed and jumped at him with a long dagger; he struck her in the side of the face with the poled end of his weapon. She staggered for a moment, Danzen spinning and cutting her to the ground, blood spritzing the air. 
 
    He hated the next words that were going to come out of his mouth, but knew that they were the only way. “Leave no survivors,” he called to Jelmay, who was still fending off several attackers. 
 
    “Easy for you to say!” Jelmay told him, but there was confidence in his voice, the bakeneko more skilled with a sword than Danzen gave him credit for. 
 
    Danzen looked up to see Kudzu approaching in her human form, her armor on, her sword with her. Jelmay finished off the last student, only a few still alive, all of them down and moaning. 
 
    “Look who decides to show up to the party,” he said as he withdrew his blade from a youth with dark hair. The bakeneko turned to the next student who was still alive and ended his life. 
 
    “You’re… you’re killing children?” Kudzu asked, not saying anything about Jelmay still borrowing Danzen’s form. 
 
    “Not by choice,” Jelmay told her. 
 
    “I couldn’t make them stop. She did something to their eardrums,” Danzen said, motioning toward their fallen teacher. “And…” He heard a horn somewhere in the distance, signaling that the compound was under attack. “They would seek revenge if we didn’t finish them for good. This is our way.” 
 
    Kudzu slowly nodded. “I understand.” 
 
    “You should have stayed in your fox form,” Jelmay told her as he moved on to his next kill. “We only have one horse now.” 
 
    “Actually…” Something flashed across her eyes. “They have a stable in there with at least a dozen horses. Maybe if we let them out, it will cause a little distraction. We could steal one as well.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. “That could work. I’m going to make my way to the instructor’s quarters, and will do my best to stay hidden. Meet me at the rendezvous point when you finish with the horses. If I’m not there within an hour, leave without me.” 
 
    “We didn’t make it this far to leave you behind,” Jelmay reminded him. “Now go, deal with your teacher; Kudzu and I will cause a little yokai-based trouble.” The bakeneko started to morph down to his cat form, a devilish grin forming on his face. “Good luck, Pilgrim. And see you in an hour.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen took the path he’d already mapped out during their scouting mission. He could hear someone blowing the horn, but he didn’t see anyone on the ground, Danzen wondering why the place wasn’t filling with guards. 
 
    At some point, he realized that stealth wouldn’t help him now that his cover had been blown, so he launched himself from one of the cliffs to a rooftop, and from there he ran in the direction of the instructor’s quarters, which towered over the back of the compound.  
 
    He dropped to the ground and ducked behind a movable wall used to teach assassins how to climb. 
 
    He waited. 
 
    A short breath out and he slipped around the wall, calling upon his enhanced speed. He reached the side of the instructor’s quarters and quickly scaled the rock, going again for the entrance he had pointed out last night. 
 
    He found an open window on the fifth floor and jumped from the cliff to the window ledge, quickly pulling himself inside. 
 
    Still, no one. 
 
    He didn’t know whose room it was, but the place was well-kept, Danzen quickly moving to the door. He paused, once again focusing on any potential movement in the hall. 
 
    Danzen never experienced much guilt for the things he did.  
 
    But he had changed over the last two years, and in that moment, he regretted slaughtering Yuna’s students, even if they were trained to kill him and he had no way to prevent them from doing so. He had to remind himself that leaving any of them alive would have created the perfect scenario for revenge. Yuna had thrust this upon him; those deaths were on her. He was merely the messenger. 
 
    He let this thought leave his mind. There was no point dwelling on anything now but reaching his target and neutralizing it. Anything else was a distraction, anything else would get in the way. 
 
    He knew where Biren Yeshe would be; he could practically sense his instructor’s presence a few floors below. 
 
    Danzen cleared the hallway and made it to the stairwell, circling down, prepared for a surprise attack from either direction. He was even ready for Soko to appear out of the blue, Danzen aware that her abuse of remnants had given her the ability to teleport. 
 
    He reached the room in question, the largest hall in the instructor’s complex which spanned two stories, the walls decorated with art depicting the fall of Sunyata and the rise of Diyu, the smell of incense in the air, the space barely lit by hanging paper lanterns. 
 
    Everything on the periphery was a blur as Danzen’s eyes fell upon a man seated at the center of the room.  
 
    What was left of his hair was tied into a tight bun wrapped in blue silk. The man wore elegant robes, Danzen recognizing it as something worn for formal combat. Even though the man was alerted to Danzen’s presence in the room, he kept his back to him. 
 
    “You have returned home,” Biren Yeshe said, an eloquence to his voice. 
 
    Danzen had the notion to loose his sword in his former instructor’s direction, but he knew that the man was able to easily block it; he had seen him do it before. He was also aware of the way that Biren Yeshe liked to spar, no weapons.  
 
    Danzen removed his scabbard and his Blade of Darkness, just about the time that Biren Yeshe stood and turned to him. 
 
    “Ah, so you remember.” 
 
    “Where is everyone?” 
 
    “They have been told to stay locked in their rooms. There is no need for senseless death.” 
 
    “Yuna felt otherwise.” 
 
    “And is she dead now?”  
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “She was warned and she earned her fate. Her students?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “They died bravely, loyal to their instructor, to their master, a warrior’s death. You know, Danzen Ravja, you could learn a thing or two from them. Perhaps it’s too late now, perhaps you have run out of time for a final lesson.” Biren Yeshe slowly set one foot behind the other, and lifted his fists into the air. 
 
    “I am ready to end this.” 
 
    “Are you? Whether you care to admit it or not, you have a natural bloodlust that must be satiated. Your whore of a mother…” 
 
    “My mother was a nun. My father raped her. I would choose my next words wisely, if I were you.” 
 
    “So you have discovered what you believe to be the truth? You have finally come to understand, to admit to yourself that you are half-demon?” Biren Yeshe smiled, wrinkles appearing at the corners of his cheeks. “I was wondering if you would ever come to this realization. How did it happen? Who told you?” 
 
    “I know what I am, and I also know what I don’t want to be.” 
 
    “It is strange when a creature goes against their natural instinct, yet here we are, a man born from the seed of a demon who hopes to give up a life of bloodshed. Not ironically, this same man has killed over twenty people to reach me, and hundreds more in his past. Do you not see what you are? Can you not understand what you are meant to be? This is your last chance, Danzen Ravja. Return to the Diyu Brotherhood, or face extinction.” 
 
    Danzen shot forward with a kick, which Biren Yeshe managed to swat away.  
 
    He retaliated with a quick fist, Danzen stepping around it, but just barely, not used to someone moving as quickly as his former instructor. A master in the melee arts, Biren Yeshe had remnants embedded in his knuckles; his punches were said to be able to shatter every bone in a person’s body. 
 
    Danzen also knew that if he used one of his weapons that Biren Yeshe would be able to block them. He had tried this before, at least with Astra, Biren Yeshe challenging him once he acquired the famed blade. 
 
    No, the only way to do this would be to beat Biren Yeshe at his own game, one of intimidation and sheer strength, the latter of which Danzen had an abundance of.  
 
    He actually caught Biren Yeshe’s next strike, Danzen feeling the strain in his arm as an energy moved from his instructor into his bone marrow. But Danzen’s bones held strong, the former assassin able to counter with a knee to the chest. 
 
    “And what will beating me give you?” Biren Yeshe asked, baring his teeth down at Danzen. He lifted his fists again. “You’ve come all the way from your hiding spot to do what? To kill me?” 
 
    “That is the only way to end the contract you have put on my head. You would never rescind the contract.” 
 
    “You are right about that, but I’m not the only person with a contract with your name on it.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Danzen asked, his eyes going wide. 
 
    “There is someone else who wants you dead, and she is quite powerful.” 
 
    “Soko?” 
 
    “You and your love affair with that woman,” Biren Yeshe said with disgust. “I was against it then, and I am against it now. She doesn’t want you dead, you fool. Soko wants you alive, to herself. She is nothing but a ghoul now; Soko will kill herself with her addiction to remnants and that will be the end of that. She always was impulsive, wasn’t she? Couldn’t take enough just to grow to a certain level of strength, had to push it.” 
 
    “Nomin?” 
 
    “The blind assassin? She is still searching for you using her own methods, which have clearly failed. Last I heard, she was in the north, in Bahlingar.” 
 
    “Then who?” Danzen asked, growling now. His voice almost shifted in the same tone it took when he used his Demon Speak power, but he knew that this was useless against his instructor.  
 
    He had tried before. 
 
    “You recall your last contract, the man you killed named Palmo Mipham.” 
 
    Danzen swallowed hard, knowing what Biren Yeshe was about to say next. 
 
    “His daughter, Sumi Mipham, inherited a significant amount of wealth along with the Sunyata talisman you gave her as his only heir. She will stop at nothing to find you. So even if you win today, there will still be someone paying to have you hunted. And that’s not to mention your brother.” 
 
    “My brother?” 
 
    “You didn’t know you had a brother, did you?” 
 
    Danzen brought his fists up again. “I knew.” 
 
    “He stopped by not long ago, a rather spooky fellow, something quite devious about him. He didn’t put a contract out on you or anything; but he was curious about you, and your past and abilities. We had a very good conversation, seated just here.” Biren Yeshe motioned to a small table closer to the wall. “He is a rather forceful man.” 
 
    “You are the first to put a contract out on me,” Danzen said, momentarily forgetting what he had just learned. “You lied to me. You betrayed me.”  
 
    “Betrayed you? I saved you,” Biren Yeshe hissed. “You may have found a place to hide in the Far East, but you are a demon at heart, a freak of nature, someone that no one could love, someone no one could care for. You do not have a role or place in the world outside these walls.” 
 
    Overcome with rage, Danzen burst forward with his fist, which Biren Yeshe managed to block with his forearms. But his bones weren’t as strong as Danzen’s, and the former assassin was able to shatter his radius, Biren Yeshe making a surprised noise with his throat.  
 
    He tapped his heel against the ground, a blade popping out of the tip of his shoe. Biren Yeshe kicked his foot at Danzen, hoping to draw blood, but the former assassin was faster than his teacher and managed to step away. 
 
    “I thought there would be no weapons,” Danzen said, seething now, ready to end this. 
 
    “You thought wrong.” 
 
    Biren Yeshe reached into the front of his robes and returned with a pair of throwing knives. 
 
    He launched the weapons at Danzen, one of them blocked by his armor, the other flying just over his shoulder. It was a desperate attempt, and his next move was even more desperate, Biren Yeshe crying out as he charged forward. 
 
    He swung his fist at Danzen, who sidestepped his attack, Biren Yeshe trying to follow up with the chop.  
 
    But he was too late.  
 
    Danzen was already behind him by this point, his arm wrapping around his neck, his hand on his head. 
 
    “Goodbye,” Danzen said as he snapped his teacher's neck, Biren Yeshe’s body instantly going limp. 
 
    The older man fell to the ground, Danzen standing over him for a moment just to make sure he was dead. 
 
    He had done it.  
 
    And in the process, he had learned that there were others looking for him, that this was far from over.  
 
    With one chapter finished, another began. 
 
    Danzen returned to his weapons; once he had his sword at his side, his glaive on his back, he headed toward the nearest window. 

  

 
   
    Part Three 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen, Kudzu, and Jelmay traveled through the woods that circled around Sainshand, the three constantly on alert, expecting for there to be search parties. 
 
    But they never came, and once they were close to the eastern entrance of the city, Jelmay began to morph into the form of a woman with long hair and tight blue robes. “I need to get us a carriage. Overnight, the same way we came in. We hit Arsi, and we’ll hopefully be able to relax a little from there on our way back to Genshin Valley.” He placed his shield and his sword on the ground.  
 
    Danzen started to say something but stopped himself. He could explain on their way to Arsi. He wasn’t going back to the Valley; he was going north to Bahlingar, in search of the blind assassin known as Nomin. 
 
    And he would be going alone. 
 
    Kudzu, who was still in her human form, crouched as Jelmay turned toward the town. “Just stay here. I promise I’ll be back and I will hurry,” the bakeneko told them, his female voice sounding a bit like Kudzu’s. “With the amount of money I’m prepared to wave around, I expect that we will be able to do this discreetly.” 
 
    Jelmay took off, and Danzen crouched as well, reliving what had just happened, and what he had learned. Not only had his full-demon brother paid Biren Yeshe a visit, but there was someone else with a contract on his head, Sumi, the pink-robed teenage girl whom he had once saved. 
 
    The second part made sense. He was also responsible for the death of her father and perhaps her younger sister, Danzen recalling that he found a dead child in one of the rooms when he swept through her father’s manor. He tried to recall what she looked like, but everything that had happened that fateful night two years ago was a blur to him, including much of his fight with the now-dead assassin known as Norwin Dawa.  
 
    “You still haven’t told me what happened,” Kudzu said as she looked over to him.  
 
    She was seated fully on the ground now, her legs in front of her, arm wrapped around her knees. Her sword, which was in its scabbard, was next to her. 
 
    “We spoke, we fought, I won.” 
 
    She chuckled. “I figured that much. What did he tell you?” 
 
    “He said that there was someone else trying to kill me, someone I had a brief interaction with a few years back.” Danzen told her about Sumi, and how he had saved her from his own demons on his final mission to assassinate her father. 
 
    “So they will still be looking for you.” 
 
    “They will.” He then explained what Biren Yeshe had said about his brother. 
 
    “That sounds…” Kudzu cleared her throat. 
 
    “Exactly. I don’t know what he wants.” 
 
    The two were quiet for a spell, completely comfortable with each other’s presence, neither bothered at all by stretches of silence.  
 
    Danzen still felt like it had been too easy.  
 
    After years of building up pressure, to simply go to the Diyu Brotherhood and handle things so swiftly seemed anti-climactic. He was lucky that it had gone smoothly enough, even if the hotel owner had given them up. But there still seemed to be something off about it. 
 
    Jelmay returned after another twenty minutes or so, still in his female form, and motioned for them to follow him after gathering his shield and sword. As they pressed through the brush, the bakeneko told Danzen to prepare to use his power. 
 
    “We can’t have the carriage drivers knowing who we are, or what we look like,” he reminded the former assassin. 
 
    They came to a narrow road and found a smaller carriage waiting for them, the driver already seated and eager to go. The goateed man was just turning to greet them when Danzen summoned his power. “Take us to Arsi as quickly as you can. Do not remember any of this afterward. Tell us through three knocks if you encounter any trouble on the road.” 
 
    “By Sunyata, I wish I had that power,” Jelmay said as he opened the door for Kudzu, who stepped in. He went in next, Danzen moving into the cabin last, once again seated next to Kudzu.  
 
    “You would abuse it,” the white fox told him. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah… Let’s go!” Jelmay called aloud, the carriage instantly picking up speed. He took his cat form, yawned, and smiled over to Danzen and Kudzu. “Well, that was a success, if I do say so myself.” 
 
    Kudzu and Danzen exchanged glances. Figuring now was as good of a time as any, Danzen spoke: “We will part ways in Arsi. I need to travel north to Bahlingar to handle something. You two should continue on to Genshin Valley, unless you have other business.” 
 
    “You are going out alone?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “What’s wrong with that?” Jelmay asked her. “He’s a full-grown assassin clearly capable of taking on an army of kids. Sorry, Pilgrim, had to say it.” When Danzen didn’t reply to his comment, the bakeneko continued: “He doesn’t need our help.” 
 
    “It’s not that,” Danzen said, not sure if Jelmay was being facetious or not. He quickly caught the bakeneko up on what had happened back at the Diyu Brotherhood, the contract still on his head, his brother’s visit, and a few loose ends he needed to tie up, most notably Nomin, the blind assassin who he knew would stop at nothing to kill him. 
 
    “What about this ex-girlfriend of yours? The ghost one?” 
 
    “Biren Yeshe didn’t know where she was. Soko hasn’t returned since the incident,” he said, referring to her joint attack alongside Norwin Dawa.  
 
    “And forgive me for asking, but why do you need to find and kill Nomin?” Jelmay asked.  
 
    “Because she doesn’t care about the contracts. She is trying to find me for the challenge. We have a mutual respect.” 
 
    “Is that what they call it? One of you walks out alive, the other dies, and that is a mutual respect?” Kudzu asked, a hint of disgust in her voice. 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes. I don’t wish Nomin dead,” Danzen said in all honesty. “But she is meticulous, and she will eventually come to Genshin Valley in search of me. There is another thing that I need to see to up north as well.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    “My mother. She is supposedly at a nunnery there. I would like to find her if possible, to learn more about what happened between her and my father.” 
 
    “I hate to say that there’s probably not much more to the story than a demon, who is now the ruler of Diyu, raped her. But maybe there is,” the bakeneko said with a shrug. “I just wouldn’t get my hopes up, if I were you. Also, you do realize that showing up after forty years is going to be a bit awkward, right? Talk about a mother-son reunion…” 
 
    “Likely.” 
 
    “In that case, it makes sense that you want to do this alone. I wouldn’t want to have two incredibly interesting and loyal companions like the fox and myself getting in the way of a family reunion or a duel to the death.” 
 
    “You should let us come with you,” Kudzu said, a hint of desperation in her voice. “Or at least me. Let me come with you. Nomin may try to trick you.” 
 
    “No,” Danzen said, registering the concern in her eyes, “she won’t. She’s not one to delve in trickery; she’s quite dedicated to cultivating her echo. This is something I have to do alone. And once I return to the Valley, which shouldn’t be more than a week from now, you and I can visit the fox shrine. I would like to begin the next leg of my own journey.” 
 
    “To think our dear Pilgrim is now wanting to bend his echo,” Jelmay said as he licked his lips. “I don’t know if this is a good or bad thing for humanity, but it will definitely be interesting to watch. And just in case you are curious, I did not see this part coming.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Not much was said over the next several hours, Jelmay drifting off to sleep while Kudzu simply stared out the window. Danzen sensed that she was angry at him for not inviting her to join him on his side trip to Bahlingar, but he knew better. Danzen needed to handle his encounter with Nomin alone, and if he was able to locate his mother… 
 
    There really was no telling how things would check out, and for that matter, there was always the chance that Nomin would kill him. He didn’t want Kudzu to be there for that. 
 
    “You should at least stay the night in Arsi,” she said at one point. Her voice briefly woke Jelmay, who snorted and turned to the other side, an annoyed look on his whiskered face. “There’s blood all over your robes, you have fought hard today, and I’m guessing you barely got any sleep last night.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “No, you will relax for one night,” she said firmly. “I don’t want to see…” 
 
    She never finished that statement, Kudzu looking out the window again, the landscape one of long stretches of grass and twisted trees. 
 
    “I will stay for the night,” Danzen told her over an hour later. 
 
    Kudzu chuckled to herself. “Sunyata’s blessings.” 
 
    On their previous trip from Arsi to Sainshand, the carriage had stopped at an outpost to switch out the drivers and some of the horses. This trip was no different, and it was late into the night that it reached the location, Jelmay up by this point.  
 
    “I’ve got to get us some food,” the bakeneko said as he quickly morphed into a human. 
 
    “What about a hotel?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “What? No, we’re not staying here. Do I look like the kind of bakeneko that stays at outposts?” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ve stayed in Tudan.” 
 
    “That’s not what I mean.” 
 
    “Got it, and for the record, I mean in Arsi. We should stay in Arsi, and he should rest before he departs.” 
 
    “Pilgrim? Rest?” Jelmay asked, looking from Kudzu to Danzen. “Has she really tamed you this much?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t say anything.  
 
    “Fine, fine,” Jelmay said as he made his way to the door. “I’ll get a meal, and we will find a fine hotel in Arsi. Believe me. The place has more hotels than sense, if you ask me.” 
 
    Jelmay returned to the carriage ten minutes later with food, Danzen noticing that he had procured meat pies similar to the ones that Sarnai made. 
 
    “The new carriage driver is young,” Jelmay said. “He’d better not get lost along the way.” 
 
    “Do you think that would really happen?” Kudzu asked as he handed her a meat pie. 
 
    “No telling. I’m just saying, if he gets lost, Pilgrim, you know what to do.” 
 
    “And what would that be?” the white fox asked for Danzen. 
 
    “Tell him to get a new job, or something. I don’t know. Stab him? It’s late, don’t blame me. Let me eat.” 
 
    It took them another twelve hours to go from the outpost to Arsi, Danzen awake the entire time. 
 
    Part of him wanted to go back to his monastery outside Suja Village, to hole up for a couple weeks. But he knew that he was no longer going to be able to escape his fate, and once again, it was important that he begin the process of bending his echo. 
 
    As they pulled into town, he looked at his hand, and slowly moved it to the air, wondering if he had experienced the process before. What would bending his echo feel like? Others had said before that he would be a natural at it, and that he would advance quickly through the ranks. Was this actually the case?  
 
    The carriage slowed to a stop and Jelmay stirred. After an obnoxious yawn, he pressed himself off the bench he had been sleeping on, snorted, and then transformed into a human once again.  
 
    Jelmay popped his head out the window and spoke to the driver, telling him about a hotel on the northern side of town. “That’ll make it easier for you to get to Bahlingar,” he told Danzen as the driver started up again. “Wake up, Kudzu, we’re home.” 
 
    “Home?” Kudzu blinked her eyes open and took a quick look out the window, grunting as she returned her focus to Jelmay. “I hate sleeping as a human.” 
 
    “Then why didn’t you transform into a fox?” 
 
    “It’s easier this way.” 
 
    They arrived at their location, which turned out to be an absolutely enormous hotel, the likes of which Danzen didn’t know existed in Arsi.  
 
    The outer walls were made of stone, and the place spanned an entire block, the rooftops painted in gold trim. The hotel featured an inner courtyard that had a small pond in it filled with koi fish, a man tending to them as the carriage driver opened the door.  
 
    They were greeted by a woman in silken robes, a cheery smile on her face she welcomed them. If she saw the blood splattered across Danzen’s clothing she didn’t say anything, the woman merely calling for a boy who ran over to them to carry their bags to their room. 
 
    “Bring up the water,” Jelmay told her, motioning toward Danzen. “This man needs a bath.” 
 
    “Yes, right away, my lord,” she said, her eyes falling to the wad of kip Jelmay started to produce. 
 
    “Also, we’re famished. Breakfast please, and make sure there’s some fish,” Jelmay said, motioning toward the ponds.  
 
    The woman laughed nervously. “Oh, no, my lord, not those fish. But we do have fresh trout caught this morning at the Sakai River.” 
 
    “Is that all right with you?” Jelmay asked Kudzu. 
 
    “Certainly,” she said. 
 
    Jelmay paid for the room and they were led to a spiral staircase. The hallway had an ambience to it that instantly made Danzen feel warm, the floor made of a wood that was nearly black, polished to the point that he could see their reflections. The room Jelmay had selected was divided into quarters, a separate bedroom, a large living space, and an even larger bedroom with access to a balcony that overlooked the courtyard and the city beyond. Everything was brand-new, clean, the linens crisp, the master suite trimmed in gold paint. 
 
    Once the woman who had greeted them was gone, Kudzu turned to Jelmay. “You have outdone yourself.” 
 
    “Only the best, as promised,” he said with a smile. “If the food is half as nice as the room, we are in for a treat.” 
 
    There was a knock at the door, Danzen instinctively going for his weapon only to relax his hand once Jelmay passed him. 
 
    “You’re going to kill the guys that are bringing you hot water?” the bakeneko teased. “At least let them bring the water in first.” 
 
    A group of men streamed in, each with a large bucket of water, which they poured into a tub made of stone that was in a room off the master, shuttered windows looking out to the courtyard. 
 
    “It’s all yours,” Jelmay said once the men were finished filling the tub. “The food will be here soon, Pilgrim, so don’t take too long. You have a big trip ahead of you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Tonight,” Danzen told him. 
 
    “What?” Kudzu asked, again with the concern in her eyes. 
 
    “I will leave tonight, after I rest. Can you secure a horse for me?” 
 
    “I’m sure that can be arranged,” Jelmay told him. 
 
    “But you need longer than—” 
 
    “Tonight,” Danzen told her with finality. “The sooner I go, the sooner I can return to the Valley. Like you, I just want to go home.” 
 
    “Who wants to go home when we can stay in a hotel like this and exploit humans?” Jelmay dropped onto one of the couches and kicked his feet up onto a small table. He placed his hands behind his head. “I know you are going to say no, but you do realize we could live like this forever, with your power, and my ability to get wealth rather rapidly, right?” 
 
    “Who would want to live like this forever?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    Jelmay shrugged. “I’ll have them bring up some water for you to take a bath after him, fox. You tell me after that. And you still haven’t tried the food here yet. It’s the best in the kingdom.”


  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen Ravja left in the middle of the night. He had already said his goodbyes to his two traveling companions, making Jelmay promise to get Kudzu back to the valley in one piece. 
 
    He wore the dark-purple set of robes Jelmay had purchased, and he had his armor with him despite his protests. Danzen wanted to travel light, but Kudzu had insisted that he bring the armor and the helmet, which he eventually agreed upon. 
 
    Even if he had it on his person, he likely wouldn’t wear it when he finally met Nomin. 
 
    As Jelmay promised, the horse was waiting in the stables behind the hotel. Danzen took the back entrance rather than weaving his way through the courtyard and its myriad fish ponds. It was best that he moved on, Danzen hopeful to finish this leg of the journey and get home. 
 
    The stableman greeted him with his horse and Danzen mounted up, riding off into the night, heading toward Bahlingar. He knew the path between the two cities was dark, but there were forts and outposts along the way, Danzen not having to worry about encountering yokai. 
 
    As he rode, he wondered why the mythological creatures had stayed in Genshin Valley rather than move to the other parts of the kingdom. It really was a hotspot for them, Danzen wondering if it had something to do with its proximity to Diyu. He was certain someone had mentioned that before, but now, as he continued to ride, his horse occasionally snorting, hooves drumming against the ground, he couldn’t remember. 
 
    And it didn’t matter. 
 
    If he rode all night, he could be there by morning, the road to Bahlingar much busier during the day than it was at night. He preferred traveling like this and he would have gone on foot had it not been for the information he had received from his teacher. Danzen was lucky in that regard; last he had heard, Nomin was in the south, and if he had gone there, he would have had to follow her trail all the way back north. Not that this was an impossible task.  
 
    Asking about a blind woman walking around with a sword and shield would certainly net him results, which was one thing that was only going to make his fight against Nomin harder.  
 
    It certainly made her unique. 
 
    Many of the assassins found the usage of shields to be bulky. It was easier to kill discreetly, or to manipulate one’s echo by exploiting a remnant to the point that slaughter was a breeze. But Nomin wasn’t like any other assassin, and aside from her enhanced power because of the years of work she had put into bending her echo, plus the way her blindness aided her fighting ability, she also utilized a shield. 
 
    As Danzen rode, he realized he would have to change his stance when fighting her.  
 
    Throwing his sword wouldn’t work, and aside from that, it was cheap. He also wouldn’t use his Blade of Darkness. Again, another easy way out. He wanted to fight her as he had fought her years ago, when she had trained him on how to reach out with his other senses, disregarding his sense of sight completely. 
 
    He hoped to do this out of respect for her and what she had taught him.  
 
    It was also to be a challenge, Danzen wishing he had spent more time blindfolded. Maybe it was best for him to practice now…  
 
    He closed his eyes, Danzen taking in the sounds all around him, the way small bits of light painted across his pane of vision. Soon, he could see his own hands, the horse’s long neck and its head, the path before him outlined by tiny particles of energy dancing across his mind’s eye. 
 
    As risky as it was, especially since he was traveling at night, Danzen continued riding with his eyes closed. Everything suddenly became illuminated an hour into his experiment, as if they were moving near a star. Danzen knew this was in a fort or an outpost; he had ridden past several of those with his eyes closed, none of them were this bright. 
 
    It was something else, something within him, a connection he had made with the animal and the environment. With everything illuminated, the landscape stretched out before him, trees and rivers, hills and small valleys, all trailing down to Bahlingar, where Danzen would begin his search. 
 
    He was ready. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Roosters were crowing by the time Danzen reached Bahlingar, the sun starting to come up. An almost-clear mist tinged in shades of pink sat over the town, which was set in a valley that had waterfalls on its far end.  
 
    Years ago, the citizens of Bahlingar had demolished many of the rock ledges on the southern side of the city to make it easier to bring cargo in and out, Danzen able to see some of the ridgelines now, the black powder they used darkening the rock. It was a steady incline, Danzen’s horse taking it with ease as he headed to the first place he always checked when he was looking for someone. 
 
    He recalled that there were several taverns in the town, but any traveler stopping through would stop at the first one they saw, which happened to be a place set in a two-story building mostly made of wood, the rooftop crafted from the same clay material they used in Sainshand and on the nicer buildings in Arsi. The tavern also doubled as a lodge for weary travelers. 
 
    Not many people were out, but he did happen to see a young man carrying a bucket of milk toward the tavern entrance, Danzen calling out to the boy. 
 
    The youth set the bucket of milk down and came to him. Once he dismounted and gathered his items, the young man took the reins and quickly guided the horse away. 
 
    Danzen entered the tavern to find a buxom woman scrubbing the countertop. She had pudgy cheeks and beady eyes, the skin on her chest red, as if she had just had an allergic reaction. She placed her scrub brush down and looked up at Danzen. 
 
    “It’s a bit early to start drinking, my lord,” she said. 
 
    “I would like a room.” 
 
    “A room…” She walked to a different counter and checked a ledger. “We have one, on the second floor, room twenty-three.” 
 
    “I also have a few questions.” Danzen reached into his robes and got out the wad of kip that Jelmay had given them. Once the woman saw his money, her voice became sweeter. 
 
    “I’ll try to help you to the best of my ability, my lord,” she said, suddenly smiling. 
 
    “First, let me pay for the room.” 
 
    She charged him twice what the price should have been, Danzen knowing for a fact that the room he would rest in during the day wasn’t worth anything close to a thousand kip. 
 
    “Now, about those questions that you have…” she said after she took the money from him. 
 
    “Has there been a blind woman in here recently? She likely had a sword and shield with her.” 
 
    “A blind woman with a sword and a shield? That is quite the question, my lord,” the barmaid said, playing with her hair now. “It seems like this woman is very unique; I’m sure that someone would remember something like that.” 
 
    “What are you suggesting?” 
 
    “Someone may remember something about her, but that someone isn’t me,” she said. “I could perhaps ask around, if you would like me to. But that means I’m going to have to take care of some of the tasks I have to do here later, and the owner doesn’t like that…” 
 
    Danzen placed five hundred more kip on the counter. 
 
    “What’s this for?” she asked, feigning surprise. 
 
    “Helping me out,” he told her. 
 
    “In that case…” The barmaid took the money and stuffed it into the front of her dress, between her bosom. “I’m going to need a little more than that.” 
 
    Danzen thought about using his Demon Speak ability just to be done with the bribery part of their interaction, but he really didn’t want to rely fully on the power, especially when money would do the trick. He placed another thousand kip on the counter and the woman quickly took it, stuffing it away. 
 
    “Here are the keys to your room,” she said. “You look like you could use some rest. I will do some asking around, and later, when I bring you lunch, perhaps I will have information for you. Perhaps.” 
 
    She turned away from Danzen in a flirty manner and went back to her cleaning duties. 
 
    Danzen headed upstairs and found his room, the key taking a moment to unlock the door. The room wasn’t much larger than his space back in the monastery, but Danzen didn’t mind. It would do for now.  
 
    He placed his sword on the table, his glaive next to it, leaning against the wall. He took off his boots. After he removed his robes, he laid down on the bed, noticing that the bed was stiff, the mattress stuffed full of straw that had a faint floral scent to it from an oil that the cleaning staff used. He eventually slept, only to be awoken several hours later by a soft knock at the door.  
 
    Naturally, Danzen went for his blade, holding his scabbard in his left hand as he approached the door. 
 
    “Room service,” the woman from earlier said after another light tap. 
 
    After he dressed, Danzen opened the door to find the barmaid standing there with a bowl of stew, its smell invigorating him. 
 
    “I might have found out about the person you’re looking for,” she said with a teasing smile, her teeth yellow and brittle. 
 
    “What have you learned?” 
 
    “Let me put this stew down first,” she said as she pressed past him and entered his room. She placed the stew on the table near his Blade of Darkness, the woman noticing that he was holding his sheathed blade in his free hand. 
 
    If this bothered her, she didn’t let on. 
 
    “So, it turns out there was a blind woman that stopped by a few days ago. A few people say that she is a member of the Diyu Brotherhood, but I wouldn’t know anything about that. They say she had a shaved head, a blade, and a shield. Is that who you are looking for?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Because you asked, I dug a little deeper. The woman you seek is no longer in Bahlingar,” the woman said, smiling at Danzen.  
 
    “Do you know where she went?” 
 
    “To get that information, I would have to pay one of the stable men for their troubles…” she told him. 
 
    “I will pay you again depending on the information you’re able to get me. But not until then.” 
 
    “This information isn’t easy to come by, my lord,” she said, her brow furrowing. “I have other duties to attend, and here I am doing side work for a man I hardly know. Please understand, you are not only paying me to get information for you, but you are paying me to be discreet. The next person that comes around asking for a strange man who showed up with two large blades and a hood on his head won’t get any information out of me. I swear.” 
 
    Danzen highly doubted the statement.  
 
    Still, he went into the pocket of his robes and returned with more kip, which he handed to her, the woman placating him with a graceful bow. “Enjoy your stew, my lord. I will be up later to collect the bowl, and perhaps by then, I will know more information. Thank you for your patronage.” 
 
    She bowed again and stepped out.  
 
    Once she was gone, Danzen placed his sword on the bed and sat at the table, which faced a small window, Danzen able to see a glimpse of the city from where he sat. 
 
    Since it was close to the outer provinces, Bahlingar had to constantly be on alert for bandit raids. Its location in a canyon made it easy to siege, which was why there were watchtowers positioned outside of the canyon, Danzen knowing that there was a strong militia presence here, most of the able-bodied men and their sons proudly serving. 
 
    He was glad that Nomin wasn’t here.  
 
    This would give him a little more time to practice, and it wasn’t a great place to have a duel, not that he expected the two of them to actually do this within the city limits. 
 
    Both of them had too much respect for each other, and for the common citizens, to do something like that. 
 
    At about the time Danzen finished the bowl of stew, he heard another knock at the door, the woman back to collect the bowl. 
 
    “And how was it?” she asked. 
 
    “It was good.” 
 
    “That’s it? I made the stew today, and I thought that you would especially like some of the local herbs that I used to season.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    When the woman couldn’t get a compliment out of the former assassin, she cleared her throat and took the bowl, briskly moving on to the conversation that mattered to him. 
 
    “I was able to get a little more information about your blind friend, my lord. Did you know she could ride a horse?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You sure don’t talk much, do you?” she asked, changing her posture once she registered the look on his face, one that was ready to move on with this conversation. “It turns out this blind friend of yours rode north to Odval.” 
 
    “Why there?” 
 
    “The stableman didn’t know. There is a famous nunnery around there, practically the only one in the north now. I don’t know if that is some place she would like to visit, but you could ask around there. That’s what I would do, anyway.” 
 
    “Do you know if they have a remnant at this nunnery?” 
 
    “Don’t all shrines and nunneries have remnants? I really don’t know, I don’t believe any of that stuff anyway. Heaven falling? Really? Life seems to be good enough without heaven, so who cares if it has fallen. The only people around here that ever say anything about Sunyata are some of the older folks, and I think that’s normal, you know, people becoming more religious as they get closer to death.” 
 
    “North to Odval, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s where this blind woman of yours headed, two days ago.” 
 
    “Then that’s where I will go.” 
 
    She frowned. “You sure you won’t stay another night? You look like you could use some rest, and perhaps something else…” 
 
    “No, it’s time I move on.” 
 
    “In that case, checkout time was an hour ago, my lord, so I’m going to have to charge you another night for the room. Feel free to take all the time you’d like, and see me downstairs when you’re ready to pay your bill and head out.”  
 
    With that, the woman turned, her chin held high as she closed the door behind her. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Since he was paying for the space anyway, and he preferred to ride at night, Danzen took his time leaving the room above the tavern. 
 
    The room was just large enough for him to prepare while wearing his mirrored mask, which blocked out his vision. Standing in the center of the space, everything outlined with fleeting glimpses of light, Danzen practiced the footwork necessary to disarm Nomin of her shield.  
 
    His legs wide, one foot behind the other, he knew that the only way he would be able to pull off an attack would be to either stagger her with a powerful strike, or bring his sword up in a way that made her stumble off balance for a moment as it connected with her shield. 
 
    If he did so correctly, it would leave her open when he brought a sword down. But he would have to move quickly to pull it off. Nomin was well aware of stances that were designed to disarm people of their shields. He also knew that she had a much smaller sword than him, about half the length of his famed blade. This allowed her to come in quickly for a jab; it also aided her in her ability as an assassin. 
 
    One thing that Nomin was known for was how ghost-like she could be.  
 
    She was incredibly light on her feet, and extremely patient, able to wait hours and hours in a cramped position, only to finally stand and slit her mark’s throat as they passed. Because of her size, it was easy for her to crawl into small spaces, the years she had spent bending her echo only enhancing her power and stealth. 
 
    She was also cunning, Danzen once again glad that she had already moved on from Bahlingar, which gave him more time to prepare for their inevitable encounter. The notion that she could be at the nunnery only added to the complications. If what the barmaid had said was true, that this was the only nunnery, perhaps his mother, Shodren Ravja, would be there. 
 
    Danzen continued to practice his stance, wondering what he would say to his mother, what he would ask her. Would she remember anything about his demon father, Tengir Gantulga? Was it too painful of a memory? 
 
    He carried no grudge against his mother for leaving him on the steps of the Brotherhood. That wasn’t his purpose in meeting her, to hash out why she had made this decision. Nuns were not supposed to have children; he only wondered what inspired her to leave him there rather than an orphanage. 
 
    Danzen focused on his surroundings, everything in the room illuminated on the inside of his eyelids.  
 
    He imagined Nomin standing before him, short in stature, with a sharp tongue. He had always found that interesting about her, that someone who had worked so hard spiritually could be so vulgar. But perhaps that had changed as well. It had been years since he’d seen her, and if she was visiting a nunnery, maybe she too was turning a new leaf. 
 
    Danzen shook his head at this thought. 
 
    He could sense that she was hunting him; why would she suddenly decide to become a nun instead?  
 
    She was likely visiting the nunnery for its remnant.  
 
    While Nomin didn’t exploit remnants in the same way that Soko did, anyone bending their echo knew that higher subrankings could be unlocked by physical interaction with a remnant, and unlocking these subrankings allowed one to move up the tiers, from Adept to Divinator. 
 
    That, or she was hoping to convert, and get out of the blood trade for good. But for some reason, Danzen seriously doubted this. 
 
    Eventually, it became time for him to leave.  
 
    He removed his mirrored mask and packed it away with his armor. After he gathered his weapons, Danzen headed down to the first floor of the tavern, where he paid for the additional night and also ordered another bowl of stew, the barmaid continuing to pester him, the woman clearly wanting to upsell him on a flagon of ale. 
 
    He left at dusk, riding his black horse to the north.  
 
    The road to Odval was rocky, most of the trees cut down for their lumber. There were camps set off the main road, campfires illuminating their large tents and the faces of some of their inhabitants, some of the men singing songs of conquest and war. 
 
    Danzen encountered one of these camps every couple miles, and the further away he got from the city of Bahlingar, the closer the camps were to the road. He imagined in a hundred years that much of the forest in this area would be gone, that they would have to gather wood somewhere else. 
 
    He hoped that place wasn’t Genshin Valley. 
 
    It was well after midnight that Danzen reached the village of Odval, the air much cooler here than it had been in Bahlingar, orange lanterns lighting the dirt road abuzz with moths. The village was closer to the outer regions now, known for their endless deserts and the austerity of the people that called the area home. 
 
    Danzen located the tavern, which was attached to a pleasure house, its door painted red.  
 
    His hood over his head, he entered the tavern to find just a few people seated at the bar, gripping flagons of ale. There was a chair available at the back and he took it, a petite barmaid making her way over, her proportions reminding him of Zorya back in Suja Village. 
 
    “What’ll it be?” she asked before pausing, noticing that he had weapons with him. “My lord.” 
 
    “Do you have lodging?” Danzen asked the barmaid. 
 
    “We do, my lord. There are four cabins in the back that we share with the pleasure house. I believe one can be arranged, but it will take a little time. Perhaps an hour. Does that suit you, my lord?” 
 
    “That’s fine. I’d like one of the cabins, and an ale, whatever food you have available.” 
 
    “The kitchen is closed for the night, but I can put something together for you, if you’d like.” 
 
    “That would be perfect.” 
 
    Danzen waited until she returned with an ale to reach for his money. “How much do I owe you?” 
 
    “For a room, an ale, and food? A thousand kip. How does that sound?” 
 
    “I also need a little information. How about two thousand?” Danzen placed the money on the table. The barmaid quickly slipped it into her apron, her gaze softening as she took him in again. 
 
    “How can I help you, my lord?” 
 
    “I’m looking for a blind woman with a shaved head. She likely carried a sword and a shield with her. I was told she came here from Bahlingar.” 
 
    “She was blind?” the woman asked. After considering this for a moment, she nodded. “I suppose that makes sense. I thought something was off about the way she was looking at me. Yes, I remember her. The woman you speak of was here a day ago.” 
 
    “Do you know where she headed?” Danzen asked, already sensing the answer to the question. 
 
    “She didn’t say, but she did ask for directions to the nunnery. She didn’t say if that was where she was going to go or not; she only asked for directions.” 
 
    “That’s all I need to know,” Danzen told her. 
 
    “The woman was nice, I remember that. But there was something else about her. She seemed quite serious, determined in a way. I’m sorry, my lord, I wish there was more I could say about her.” 
 
    “Thanks, you said enough.” 
 
    The petite barmaid stepped away and Danzen took a sip of his ale, enjoying it for a moment as he went over plans in his head. He would have to leave for the nunnery in the morning, and hopefully, he would encounter a nun and be able to ask about his mother before he ran into Nomin.  
 
    He didn’t know what the grounds of the nunnery looked like, but he assumed that there would be a place nearby where they would be able to settle their differences once and for all. 
 
    Once that was over, Danzen could finally head back to Genshin Valley.

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen Ravja left the next morning after eating a small bowl of greens for breakfast. He didn’t want to have a heavy stomach for what was about to happen, every detail mattering from this point forward. 
 
    He would have ridden with his eyes closed, but the horse seemed unfamiliar with the terrain, the beast shifting often, loose rocks occasionally spilling off the trail as bean and squash farms faded into the distance. He continued along his way, the arid landscape becoming choppier, odd rock formations in the distance signaling the start of a high desert. 
 
    Nomin would be at the nunnery; he could sense it now. Danzen got the strange feeling that he was about to come face-to-face with his fate. Rather than let it find him this time, Danzen stared it down, looking to exert some control over his life. 
 
    For once. 
 
    Even if Sumi still had a contract out for him, and Soko was somewhere in the kingdom, biding her time to strike again, getting Nomin out of the way would at least take some of the pressure off. 
 
    He knew she wouldn’t do anything rash, like attack villagers in the Third District as Norwin Dawa and Soko had done, but it was better that he handled her now. 
 
    And there was still his demon half-brother, Danzen not even knowing where to begin with him, or when he would show.  
 
    This was why he needed to learn more about bending his echo as soon as possible; if Danzen was this strong just being half-demon, he could only imagine what his full-demon sibling would be capable of. 
 
    The terrain smoothed out for a spell, Danzen now aiming toward a cropping of folded mountains. The nunnery was perched on one of the lower peaks, incorporated into the landscape yet visible even from a great distance because of its hard lines, the place juxtaposed against the rigid curves of the mountains. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he told the horse, the steed moving even faster now, kicking up dust as it sped along.  
 
    Danzen passed a grouping of small shrubs with white flowers on them, noticing that the shrubs fanned out as he made his way closer to the mountain range, that many of them moved up the foothills, their pollen heavy in the air. 
 
    He slowed his horse, careful now as the flowers spilled over onto the trail, their little thorns making it difficult for the horse to run at its full speed. Trotting along, Danzen saw the entrance to the monastery and how it wrapped up the mountain, prayer flags marking the path. 
 
    Once he reached the entrance, he dismounted, and led the horse through a narrow mountain pass. The path opened up more as they curved around the mountain. Danzen eventually came to the nunnery’s gate, which was open.  
 
    He soon was greeted by a courtyard full of white desert flowers, nuns moving about in walking meditation. The nuns wore dark robes, a few of the younger ones looking to him immediately and running off as soon as they spotted the former assassin. 
 
    A nun with a large mole on the side of her chin approached him, a cautious look on her face once she saw his weapons. 
 
    “How may I help you, my lord?” 
 
    Danzen looked to one of the stone buildings, where there were more young nuns glancing out a crudely carved window at him, many of them hiding away once he saw them. All the buildings were made of a similar stone, some of them even cut into the rockface itself. As he finished taking a look around, Danzen became increasingly aware that now wasn’t the time to ask if his mother was here. 
 
    If he asked now, and Nomin killed him, the last thing his mother would see was the death of a son she barely knew. If he waited until after… 
 
    “My lord?” the nun asked again. 
 
    “I’m looking for someone. A blind woman, an old friend.” 
 
    “A blind woman? Yes, I know whom you speak of,” the woman said, turning. “Follow me.” 
 
    Danzen followed the nun toward a stone building featuring two large archways that looked close to crumbling. They took a set of stairs that had been cut into the rock down to another courtyard, where several of the nuns sat in meditation, an older nun seated before them. 
 
    Danzen saw Nomin instantly, even though she wore dark robes like the other nuns. 
 
    She too noticed his presence, the assassin turning her head toward him, her eyes never quite reaching his location. 
 
    “It appears we have a visitor,” the older nun leading the meditation group said, her eyes locking onto Danzen. The lead nun was thin, her short hair mostly gray, her skin clear and her eyes dark. “What have you come here for?” she asked Danzen. 
 
    “He has come here for me,” said Nomin. 
 
    “I see.” The woman was quiet for a moment as she looked out over the other nuns, finally returning her dark gaze to Danzen. “Would you care to join us?” 
 
    “Not yet,” he said. 
 
    “In that case, we will leave. Nomin, feel free to handle whatever it is you need to handle here, in the courtyard of Sunyata’s Blessing.” 
 
    The nuns all left; Nomin remained in her seated position. 
 
    Danzen took a seat in front of Nomin, his senses tingling as he did so. “I did not mean to disturb you.” 
 
    “You didn’t disturb me,” she told him, Danzen at once happy and sad to see someone he was acquainted with, someone from a lifetime ago. Nomin smiled in his general direction, tilting her shaved head a little to the side. “You’ve changed, Danzen Ravja, I can sense it.” 
 
    “So have you.” 
 
    “What has happened since you left the Brotherhood?” 
 
    “I traveled aimlessly for two years and eventually made my way to Genshin Valley, and from there to Suja Village. Are you familiar with it?” 
 
    “The village at the edge of the world, yes. I hadn’t thought to look there.” 
 
    “I helped one of the village elders, and he offered to let me live in an old monastery outside of the village. I spent some time putting the monastery back together, and discovered that there were yokai in the valley.” 
 
    “They exist in other places as well, but I have heard that they are most active there, in the Asura Forest.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. “I have befriended a couple of them, a fox and a shapeshifting cat.” 
 
    “Sounds marvelous. What else happened?” 
 
    Danzen explained to her his encounter with Soko in Tudan, and how she had later attacked with Norwin Dawa. He then circled back around to his trip to the Tavern and the End of the World, and the information he had learned from the fox shrine, about his father, his brother, and his mother. 
 
    “I always knew that there was something different about you, and now it has been confirmed,” she said softly. “I can tell that your echo is strong, Danzen, I can feel it even though you have done nothing to bend it. Am I right? Have you started to bend your echo?” 
 
    “I haven’t, but I’m interested in learning.” 
 
    “It is your demon blood then.” 
 
    “It is,” he said, not at all questioning how Nomin could have known this about him. 
 
    “And you came here to hunt me?” 
 
    “After the attack, I traveled to the Brotherhood to put an end to Biren Yeshe’s life, and stop the contract on my head. I’ve since found out that there was another contract put out by the daughter of a man whose death I am responsible for, a teenage girl named Sumi.” 
 
    “One flower dies and another blossoms. Did Biren Yeshe tell you of my location?” 
 
    “He did, generally at least. That’s why I am here.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “But I would like to not be here,” Danzen told her honestly. “I just want to live my life in the Valley without fear of attack. If you are becoming a nun, then I don’t see any reason for us to do this. It is not my wish to challenge you. I have great respect for what you have done, and what you have shown me. I have no desire to fight you.” 
 
    “But you know that is not possible,” Nomin said. “I have changed, as you’ve likely noticed. I’m less vulgar than I once was, and I believe there will be a point that I become a nun. But now is not that point. I have been searching for you for the last two years, preparing for this day, Danzen. I am prepared now.” 
 
    “I was afraid you would say that.” 
 
    “But we don’t have to do it just yet. You said you were interested in learning about bending your echo, perhaps I can help you better understand the process today,” Nomin offered. “We can then settle this at dusk and if you survive, you can continue the process that I have explained to you. I don’t think today is a good day to test your subranking, or your tier. I believe we would dishonor the memory of Sunyata by doing that and then having a duel. But I can explain the process to you, and we can catch up. Would you like that?” 
 
    “Yes, I would like that.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen followed Nomin away from the courtyard, toward the far side of the compound, and from there up to a cliff that overlooked the arid landscape. Danzen was now able to see a large cloud on the horizon causing a blotchy shadow below, white-headed vultures circling above some carrion. 
 
    There were two pillows on the cliff, likely used for morning meditation. Nomin took one, Danzen taking the cushion in front of her, the pair facing one another once again. 
 
    To make it more comfortable to sit, Danzen removed his Blade of Darkness, which he placed on the ground beside him. 
 
    “You have a new weapon,” Nomin said, sensing its power. 
 
    She wasn’t looking toward Danzen’s blade; rather, she was staring off at the horizon, a slight breeze ruffling her darkened robes. 
 
    “It was gifted to me after saving a man’s daughter.” 
 
    “From what?” 
 
    Danzen remembered the faceless woman who had kidnapped Enkhmaa, and how Nomin’s training had greatly aided him in his fight against her. 
 
    “A yokai,” he finally told her. “Your training came in handy. Without it, I wouldn’t have been able to retrieve the girl.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    Danzen explained how the faceless mu-onna was able to affect a person’s vision, making them hallucinate. He didn’t go into much detail, but he did mention the mirror mask he’d made to reflect her gaze, and how he had to rely on his other senses to combat her. 
 
    “Fascinating,” Nomin said once he finished. “Who knew things like that existed?” 
 
    “You would find peace in Genshin Valley,” Danzen said. “It is a marvelous place.” 
 
    “Perhaps if I win today, I will visit.” Nomin finally turned her head toward his Blade of Darkness. “Do you mind if I look at it?” 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    He handed her the weapon, Nomin laying it across her lap before unsheathing it. 
 
    “What a fascinating blade,” she said after she touched it with her hand. “It was made with a remnant?” 
 
    “I believe so, yes. It conjures shadows when wielded. I have been able to take down several people with a single swing using it.” 
 
    “And I suppose its power comes from the stone.” She placed her hand on the jewel that Danzen had found deep in the Asura Forest.  
 
    “Yes. It wasn’t easy getting the jewel; it was protected by a tree that is fueled by death.” Danzen remembered the jubokko tree, the way that cutting its limbs away caused blood to spurt into the air. “It was quite the fight.” 
 
    “If this weapon becomes mine after today, I will cherish it,” she told him as she resheathed the blade. “I expect you to do the same for mine.” 
 
    “I’m not well versed in using a shield.” 
 
    “The shield doesn’t matter, but my short sword has been with me since the start. It has benefited from my practice, and it has taken more lives than I can count. Blood has blessed the blade and made it swifter, more cunning. If I die here today, I want you to have my sword.” 
 
    “I will honor it. And your body?” 
 
    “Leave it for the nuns to burn. Yours?” 
 
    “Same.” 
 
    “Good.” The two were silent for several minutes, just seated across from another, absorbed in each other’s presence. Finally, Nomin spoke again. “You wanted to learn more about bending your echo, correct?” 
 
    “Yes. I am familiar with the subrankings, and the tiers.” 
 
    “List the subrankings for me.” 
 
    “In order: Stone, Crystal, Diamond, Golden, Soul,” Danzen told her, aware that through the classification system, the subranking came before the tier, acting as an adjective. 
 
    “And the tiers?”  
 
    “Adept, Mancer, Wielder, Reaver, Divinator.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Where are you now on the spectrum?” 
 
    “That was one reason I came to this nunnery, for a clay test,” said Nomin. “I am now a Crystal Reaver.” 
 
    “You have really progressed. Last I remember you were a Stone Mancer.” 
 
    “Yes, I was able to float, shatter, and repair the stone.” 
 
    “I am unfamiliar with those terms.” 
 
    “Before you begin bending your echo, you must first be tested. This can be done at any shrine or nunnery that has a remnant. The monks and nuns keep clay slabs in rooms near the remnants. To be tested, you simply hold one of these clay slabs and it will glow a certain color. The Stone subranking is Green, Crystal is white, Diamond is blue, Golden is yellow, and Soul is purple. The color of the glowing clay determines your subranking.” 
 
    “And how do you determine your tier?” 
 
    “Everyone is an Adept, even those who haven’t officially tried to bend to their echoes. So you will start there. To move from Adept to Mancer, you must float the stone.” 
 
    “Float it?” 
 
    Nomin nodded. “You stand before the stone and cast your energy out toward it, which allows it to float if you are successful. If not, you must continue to bend your echo until you are able to do so. You could be at the highest subranking for an Adept, so a Soul Adept, and still not be able to float the stone and move to the Mancer tier.” 
 
    “And how do you move up to the other tiers? Do they still involve this stone?” 
 
    “They do. To move from the Adept tier to the Mancer tier, as I said, you must float the stone. To move from Mancer to Wielder, you must shatter the stone while it floats. To move from Wielder to Reaver, you must float, shatter, and repair the stone. And finally, to move from Reaver to Divinator, you must float, shatter, repair, and dissolve the stone.” 
 
    “After all of your training, you have arrived at the point where you can float, shatter, and repair the stone,” Danzen said, “because you are a Crystal Reaver.” 
 
    “Yes, and once I reach the Soul Reaver class, I will attempt to dissolve the stone. If I’m able to do so, then I will take on the Divinator tier, once again starting at the bottom.” 
 
    “Stone Divinator, Crystal Divinator, Diamond, Golden, and finally Soul.” 
 
    “Correct,” Nomin said. 
 
    “And after that?” 
 
    “That’s the highest ranking one can achieve. I don’t think anyone has ever achieved it, not to my knowledge. At least no one alive since the fall of Sunyata. As you may know, the art of actually bending your echo, to climb the subrankings and the tiers, is done through a combination of slow, calculated movements. Interacting with remnants can help, which is why I am here. The only problem is, the larger remnants, which are normally kept at shrines and monasteries, are spread out throughout the kingdom. Some of the orders that protect them don’t allow interactions, and others require patronage or other tasks in order to actually interact with the remnant. Most, if not all, will let you gauge your subranking and tier through the clay slabs and trials with the stone, for a small fee, of course.” 
 
    “What changes have you noticed since moving from Mancer to Reaver?” 
 
    “I am faster, for one. Oftentimes, when I move it feels like I am floating on air, which has aided me to some degree in my profession, your profession.” 
 
    “I am no longer an assassin.” 
 
    “Yet you have come here to assassinate me.” 
 
    “I’ve come here to prevent you from trying to kill me. I said in the beginning that I did not think any of this was necessary. I would much prefer not to have to challenge you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Danzen, but you know that’s not a possibility.” 
 
    “I am aware, and if I win today, as I told you, I will honor your weapon and your legacy.” 
 
    “And I you,” Nomin told him, slightly bowing her head in his direction. He did the same. “Are you hungry?” 
 
    “I ate before I came, but I could eat again.” 
 
    “Let’s have lunch with the nuns. We can help them prepare the food, give back to the community. After, you and I can meditate together, if you’d like. Then, I will need to get dressed to prepare for our challenge.” 
 
    “I plan to do it blindfolded,” Danzen told her. “And I will only use Astra.” 
 
    “You don’t need to handicap yourself for me.” 
 
    “I do it out of honor,” he told her, “for what you taught me.” 
 
    “Then I wish you luck.” 
 
    “I wish you luck as well.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Leaving his bag and his weapons behind in Nomin’s room, Danzen followed the blind assassin down a spiral staircase set in stone. They came to a lower floor of one of the larger buildings in the monastery. With the nun’s quarters upstairs, downstairs was where the women ate and studied. After a simple greeting, Danzen and Nomin joined other nuns in the kitchen. 
 
    The nuns, each of them no older than Yeni, worked tirelessly as they rolled out dough and used a large pan to fry the dough into crisp flatbreads. While they did this, Danzen and Nomin helped with the stew, the blind woman expertly chopping up wild green onions while Danzen peeled the skins off purple potatoes that grew in the mountains. The skins were then ground into a fine powder, which was mixed into the dough. 
 
    “There’s something peaceful about cooking, isn’t there?” Nomin asked as she transferred some of the onion she had cut into the boiling pot. From a distance, it would be impossible to tell she was blind. It was only up close that it was noticeable, and that was only because of her eyes, a hint of opal to them, and the way she never looked directly at a person, or at what she was doing. Even now, as she expertly cut onions, her head was tilted to the side. 
 
    It pained Danzen to know that one of them would die later today.  
 
    He was also increasingly concerned that she would wound him in a way that unleashed his demons, yet another thing that they would have to handle. 
 
    If he were given his vision and his Blade of Darkness, he was certain he could overpower her. But blindfolded using his mirrored mask, and only using Astra rather than both his weapons certainly leveled the playing field. Danzen also knew that there was no sense in suggesting that they stop their duel; he knew of Nomin’s competitive spirit, and was well aware that there was no reasoning with it.  
 
    In a way, both of them had trained their entire lives for this day. One never knew when a day like this would come, but Danzen was happy to see that it was more peaceful than he had anticipated it would be, that he had had some time to connect with Nomin, to break bread with her even. 
 
    Their lunch with the nuns was uneventful, many of the women eating in quiet, curious as to why Danzen was there. 
 
    “If you win today, what will you do about Soko?” Nomin asked as they were finishing up their meal. 
 
    “The same thing I’m doing here: either end it once and for all, or make amends.” 
 
    “She won’t be easy to kill in her current form,” Nomin said, clucking. “It is a pity to see someone abuse a remnant. Still, it was her choice. She was warned.” 
 
    “I’m aware.” 
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    They meditated together through the rest of the afternoon, Danzen and Nomin now seated in her borrowed quarters on small cushions, the two assassins raised by the Diyu Brotherhood facing one another. As he sat quietly before Nomin in her austere room, Danzen focused again on being able to see with his eyes closed, her outline, the details on her face, the folds in her robes. 
 
    He went over his stance in his head, knowing that her shield and speed would be an obstacle, and that was before she had doubled down on cultivating her echo, bending it to the point that she was now classified as a Crystal Reaver.  
 
    It was nice meditating in her presence, and he could practically feel the energy radiating off her, Danzen recognizing Nomin now as what she truly was—an old friend. 
 
    He silenced these thoughts when he got to a point where he was wondering what would happen if she killed him, what it would be like to go to Diyu, to finally confront his father. What would happen then? What would it be like living in hell? And what about his life in the Valley? What about Kudzu? 
 
    “It is time,” Nomin said, Danzen slowly coming out of his troubled meditation. 
 
    He blinked his eyes open to see that she was smiling at him, her head slightly bowed. 
 
    “It was an honor to be here with you today,” Danzen told her. 
 
    “I will try to make your death as fast as I can.” 
 
    “I will do the same.” 
 
    “The courtyard where you found me earlier, meet me there. Bring your things, and prepare for my arrival.” 
 
    “All I need is my sword and my mask.” Danzen got to his feet and found his satchel, which was hanging off the single chair in her room. He reached inside and located his mirrored mask.  
 
    “I will be there shortly,” she told him. 
 
    Danzen left Nomin’s room and slowly walked down the stone hallway, his footprints echoing through the corridor, tunnel vision setting in as he found the exit. He saw a few nuns look to him and then turn away, as if they could sense what was about to take place.  
 
    Moving under an archway, the breeze steady now, a few flies buzzing in the air, Danzen located the courtyard they had been in earlier. He took the flight of stairs down and stopped, the smell of flowers coming to him. 
 
    Glancing up, Danzen spotted several nuns seated at balconies overlooking the courtyard. He ignored the spectators as he placed his patchwork mask over his head and began to turn it around until his vision was completely blocked out, the setting sun reflecting off the circular mirrors covering his face. 
 
    Danzen became familiar with the surroundings, the perimeter of what would be their dueling ground vibrant as Nomin came down the steps, her body rimmed in a bright aura. 
 
    She had her shield and a basket-hilted short sword sheathed at her waistline. 
 
    The blind assassin bowed to Danzen, and he did the same, his hand slowly lowering to the hilt of his famed blade. 
 
    Nomin withdrew her weapon before Danzen, and he was barely able to get Astra up in time to block her first strike.  
 
    With a ferocity that hardly matched her demeanor, Nomin pressed her shield forward to shove him back, coming in again with another overhand strike, which Danzen parried. 
 
    She swung again and missed, Danzen able to sink his foot into her chest, causing her to stumble back, staggering Nomin as he had planned. Danzen rushed in, calling on his unique power to fuel a strike that would have cut any normal opponent down. 
 
    But Nomin was no normal opponent. 
 
    She brought her shield up, Danzen propelled backward by the impact, everything around him flashing against his darkened pane of vision. Sensing an opportunity, Nomin came in once again for another attack, her blade moving fluidly through the air, dangerously close to the side of his arm. 
 
    Danzen rolled away and hopped back to his feet, turning and drawing one leg behind the other, prepared to relieve Nomin of her shield by any means necessary. His first strike caused her to lift her shield into the air, but he wasn’t fast enough to bring his blade down and finish at that point, Nomin blocking his next attack. 
 
    For a moment they held their swords together, Danzen gritting his teeth as he did so, feeling his strength surge through him as he slowly started to overpower her. 
 
    Nomin kicked his legs out from beneath him; Danzen barely managed to roll out of the way in time as she dropped down onto the ground with her shield, almost as if she were going to decapitate him. 
 
    Danzen took in two quick breaths, knowing that he didn’t have time to worry about things like oxygen as she came forward again, even faster than before. She tried for an attack coming from the right, but pivoted just in time and spun, trying to confuse him.  
 
    Danzen was able to repel her attack once again.  
 
    Staggering backward, Nomin caught her balance and charged at him, Danzen switching his stance just in time for her to step past. His blade out wide, he managed to catch the top of her back. 
 
    Nomin gasped. 
 
    She was still for a moment, Danzen once again refocusing, his vision a mixture of colors and outlines that was slowly starting to turn red. 
 
    Her posture stiffened and her arms tensed. Nomin was back in the fight.  
 
    Her movements were more calculated this time, Nomin seeming to come to the realization that she wasn’t going to overwhelm Danzen with sheer force. She had to be cunning and nimble, the blind assassin now waiting for him to strike first this time. 
 
    Danzen went for another maneuver that would force her shield away, but was blocked instead. She shifted her grip on the shield, Danzen not able to force his sword up. Nomin brought her blade in from the side, Danzen so focused on the way she had blocked his shield attack that he was unable to stop her in time. 
 
    A quick jab was all it took. 
 
    Her sword dug deep into his bicep, Danzen feeling a sharp, biting pain. 
 
    “I’ve prepared my entire life for this,” she said, Danzen noticing the familiar sensation he experienced so many times before, the boiling of his blood, light starting to shine out of the ground, the portals opening as his demons were unleashed, the courtyard filling with a sinister mist. 
 
    “I figured this would happen,” Danzen finally said, and he knew in that moment that the fight was over until they dealt with his hellspawns. 
 
    He removed his mask and stuffed it into a pocket on the inside of his robes. 
 
    “We will finish this soon,” Nomin said, her short sword still at the ready. 
 
    It was only when she turned away to engage her first hellspawn that Danzen saw just how badly he had cut her across the back. Nomin’s ceremonial white robes, which she’d worn for their duel, hung in tatters. They were blotched with crimson, blood dripping from her as she launched into her first attack. 
 
    Danzen heard some of the nuns scream; he ignored them as he moved toward his first demonic creation, a mangled being that was hunched over, black boils over its skin, a distended jaw, teeth yellow and sharp. He cut this one’s head off and immediately charged toward two of the demons that were making their way up the stairs. Danzen loosed his blade into one of their backs, and reached the second demon by the time Astra returned. 
 
    He cut the hellspawn down. The creature spurted blackened blood as Danzen drove his sword into the skull of a larger demon with muscles bulging on its shoulders, and an additional arm jutting out of its back like a scorpion stinger. 
 
    Danzen turned just in time to see several demons overwhelming Nomin, all coming at her at once, her arms covered in abrasions. He sent Astra into the air again and took one of the hellspawns out, Danzen reaching her and cutting down another. 
 
    One of his own creations lunged for him, claws out. Danzen managed to drive his sword into its stomach, the tip of his blade blooming out of its back. He flung it to the ground and used his foot to pull his sword out. 
 
    The former assassin took off the head of another one of his demons as he saw more leaving the misty courtyard, the portals starting to close up. 
 
    “Go, stop them… protect the nuns,” Nomin said, her voice haggard. “I’ll handle these ones.” 
 
    Danzen tossed his sword to the air, taking out an orange-skinned demon that had managed to reach one of the balconies. His blade returned to him before it could hit the ground, Danzen shouldering into another. 
 
    He was just about to drive Astra into its back when one of his creations jumped onto him, snarling, the hellspawn nearly biting down onto Danzen’s neck.  
 
    Sword gripped sideways, he punched the hellspawn square in the face. This made it stagger backward, Danzen able to quickly blade the one he had already taken down. 
 
    He turned his attention to his new opponent. 
 
    Once again Astra met its mark, even from such a short distance, his sword able to pick up enough momentum to kill its target. 
 
    Danzen took a quick look around to see that most of the hellspawns were now dead, just a few trying to crawl away. He killed those that remained and turned his focus to Nomin, who swiftly drove her sword through her final opponent. 
 
    A grimace forming, Danzen brought his weapon to the ready and subsequently lowered it when he caught the expression on Nomin’s face. He saw her throat and how it had been torn out, Nomin trying to take a step forward, but ultimately falling to her knees. 
 
    Danzen went to her immediately. 
 
    “It wasn’t supposed to be this way,” he said, growing emotional. “Not… Not my…” 
 
    “Did you kill them all?” Nomin asked, blood bubbling down her chin. “Did you kill them all, Danzen? Save… the nuns?” 
 
    Danzen glanced around to see that the nuns had gathered again, which he took to mean that all of his creations had been slain, the mist slowly dissipating. He also saw the elderly nun who had been leading the meditation when it first arrived, the woman now standing at the top of the steps, her arms crossed over her chest as she looked down at Danzen and Nomin. 
 
    “My sword, it’s yours,” Nomin whispered. “It was an honor… Danzen Ravja. A true… honor.” 
 
    “No,” he told her. “This isn’t how it is supposed to end. Not like…” 
 
    Nomin nodded, a soft look spreading over her face. “This was how it was supposed to end. How am I to compete? Take… Take my sword, and take what I’ve told you today. Bend your echo,” she told him, her voice softening. “Learn to control them.” 
 
    “Control my demons?” he whispered. 
 
    Nomin let out a gasp, and for a moment he thought he had lost her. But then she tilted her head forward again, and spoke: “You have to control them if you plan to do… if you plan to… Good luck, Danzen. Sunyata’s… blessings.” 
 
    Nomin exhaled her last breath. Danzen pulled her to his chest, and held her tightly, her blood seeping down the front of his body. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” he whispered, his face buried in her blood. “I will do what you’ve told me to do; I will honor your legacy.” 
 
    After several long minutes of silence, the elderly nun he’d seen at the top of the stairs cautiously made her way down to the courtyard, where she stopped in front of Danzen. 
 
    “Who are you?” she asked, her head tilted to the side as she looked at the former assassin, Danzen still holding the blind assassin in his arms, demon corpses littered across the courtyard. 
 
    “Danzen Ravja. Who are you?” 
 
    “Shodren…” A tear slid down the nun’s face. “Shodren Ravja.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen and his mother simply stared at each other for a moment, more tears rolling down Shodren Ravja’s cheeks. He noticed movement to her right; Danzen quickly loosed his sword, his blade tearing through the head of a final demon that crawled toward his mother. 
 
    The weapon returned to Danzen’s grip, and he lowered it once again. 
 
    It was with great regret that he gently placed Nomin on the ground, Danzen looking down at her face one last more time, her eyes still open. He carefully closed her eyelids and crossed her hands over her chest before looking back up to his mother. 
 
    “I want to bury her in a traditional way. It was her final request.” 
 
    “Certainly.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Why have you come here?” Shodren asked. “Why have you done this?” 
 
    “I have come here searching for both her and you. There was no animosity between us; she trained me years ago, and Nomin had been contracted to kill me. I nullified that contract,” he said, gritting his teeth, recalling his encounter with Biren Yeshe. “But Nomin is relentless, and I knew she would come for me regardless simply for the challenge. She died with honor.” 
 
    “And the demons?” 
 
    “The result of my father’s blood,” Danzen said, Shodren shuddering. 
 
    “I always wondered what happened to you,” the nun said as she took a step closer to him. More nuns appeared on the periphery, none of them daring to step down to the courtyard. 
 
    “What did you think would happen to me?” Danzen began cleaning his sword on his own robes. “You left me at the Diyu Brotherhood.” 
 
    Shodren wiped her eyes with her sleeve. “I had my reasons.” 
 
    “We all do.” Danzen retrieved Nomin’s weapon and stood. “Have your nuns take her body and prepare a funeral pyre. I will get rid of the demons. Do you have a cart I could borrow? We can talk after.”  
 
    “Yes, perhaps you are right, we should handle the task at hand first.” 
 
    Danzen used his own robes again to clean the blood off Nomin’s basket-hilted short sword, which he sheathed to his belt. Once he was finished, Shodren led him up the stone steps and to the stables, which were mostly empty aside from a couple donkeys and a few carts. He chose one that he would be able to handle without usage of one of the donkeys and brought it back to the courtyard.  
 
    Danzen began placing the demons inside the cart, stacking their bodies with little remorse. 
 
    He had seen them enough times that their shocking visages, deformed bodies, and sharpened talons did little to stir any emotion in him aside from disgust, and mostly at himself for summoning them. Many of their bodies were still warm to the touch, but they were all dead, and it wasn’t long before he had filled the cart to the top with their bodies. 
 
    There was a shorter set of stairs that led away from the courtyard and wrapped around to the entrance of the nunnery. Danzen used this stairwell, going down with the cart behind him so he could better manage it. He then made his way to the entrance, passing under an old wooden trellis that had been painted white. 
 
    After a five-minute walk, he found a place to deposit the bodies so they wouldn’t be viewable from the monastery. He emptied the cart and dragged it back up the hill. “I will need some incendiary oil and a torch,” Danzen told the first nun that he spotted, a woman that looked to be in her twenties. 
 
    “Right away, my lord,” she told him without hesitating. 
 
    He brought the cart to the stable and left it where he’d found it.  
 
    Danzen turned back to where he had encountered the nun to see his mother waiting for him, a torch in one hand, a clay gourd in the other.  
 
    “I will walk with you,” said Shodren.  
 
    The pair made their way back toward the entrance, to the pile of demon bodies. And it was only when they reached the bodies that he spoke: “They appear whenever I get cut,” Danzen explained as he took the gourd from his mother. He slowly drizzled the oil onto the bodies; once he had done that, he exchanged the gourd for the torch. 
 
    Danzen lit the pile of bodies, the two stepping back as the flame started up, black smoke billowing into the air. Once the scent was overpowering, they returned to the entrance of the monastery, stopping under the white trellis. 
 
    “And it happens every time?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that. Nomin’s funeral pyre is being arranged. In the meantime, I thought that you would like a change of robes, and to have some tea with me.” 
 
    “I have extra clothing in her room.” 
 
    “We have fresh robes for visitors and some of the hermits that wander in from time to time. They are made by the nuns here, cool during a hot day, yet warm during a cold night. You will like them. Either way, the robes you are wearing are too stained with blood to ever be of use to you. You should burn them tonight.” 
 
    She led him toward a different stone building, one partially carved into the side of the mountain. Shodren stopped in front of a small room, where there were folded robes for him on a wooden bench. 
 
    “Change and leave your old robes here. Wash as well, and join me at the top.” 
 
    She left, Danzen slowly getting out of his blood-drenched clothing, glad he had changed to an older pair of robes back in Bahlingar.  
 
    He noticed how heavy they felt only after the robes were off his body, his attention shifting toward the wound Nomin had given him, which had already healed up.  
 
    There was still blood smeared across it, Danzen using warm water from the basin on the other side of the room to wipe the blood away. He cleaned his face and went for a rag, which he used to clean the other parts of his body before getting into the new pair of bluish-gray robes. 
 
    His mirrored mask in his robe pocket again, he looped his belt around his waist, Astra sheathed at his side, Nomin’s shorter sword sheathed near it. Once he was ready, he turned to an exit and headed up a flight of stairs to find his mother’s room, the door open, the woman on the balcony overlooking the nunnery, seated on a cushion. 
 
    Danzen joined her, his mother turning so they could face one another. 
 
    “You explained why you came for Nomin, but you have yet to explain why you have come for me. I ask you then, son, why have you come here?” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen didn’t really have an answer to Shodren’s question. He knew of his birth, and he knew how she had left him on the steps of the Diyu Brotherhood. What then was his point in traveling so close to the outer regions to find her? 
 
    “Your father raped me in my sleep,” she said once he didn’t answer, confirming what Abbot Monpo had told him at the fox shrine. “I was very young then, still a child,” she said in a soft tone. “He came for me while I was in my quarters, the same building that you were in earlier with Nomin. I had no choice. Suddenly…” 
 
    Shodren lowered her head, her brow furling as she shut her eyes, remembering the horrific experience. 
 
    “Suddenly, he was there, although I never got his name, I knew what he was.” 
 
    “Tengir Gantulga,” Danzen told her. “That is his name.” 
 
    “I see,” she said, not daring to say the name back to him. “It started and then it was over, the only thing I remember aside from the pain was his animalistic roughness as he grabbed the back of my head, his claws wrapping around my skull as he forced me into the position he wanted.” 
 
    Danzen felt his muscles tense. Hearing it first hand from his mother made what happened to her even worse, a hatred for his father filling his chest. 
 
    “And that was it. I never saw him again, but about six weeks later, I started to feel sick to my stomach. I hid my pregnancy from the other nuns, even going as far as to wrap my stomach with bindings, hoping that it would make it, I mean you, less visible. I even tried to poison myself, but only ended up vomiting profusely instead. I thought about climbing to the top of the nun’s quarters and leaping to my death, and even tried it one night, only to get cold feet at the last moment.” 
 
    Another long stretch of silence. 
 
    “Why did you leave me there?” Danzen finally asked her. “Why the Brotherhood?” 
 
    “I left the nunnery to give birth to you in Odval. At that time, there was a bandit problem affecting the farming community. Assassins from the Diyu Brotherhood were hired to deal with the bandits, and sure enough, a few days after I gave birth to you, there were stakes in the center of the village with heads on them. I saw the man leading the assassins. He wore a red mask that made him look like a lion, some sort of demon. But I could tell he was young and I thought, if this young man and just a pair of assassins were able to kill a group of twenty bandits…” She shook her head. “I was stupid.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I believed that if I took you to the Brotherhood, they would raise you to be the type of assassin who could kill your father,” she said. “I know this is impossible, but I was young and foolish at the time. Later, after I understood more of what the Diyu Brotherhood was, I wondered how you had fared, and if you were helping people. Still, foolish. Even later still, into this last decade, I imagined you using what you would learn there to save people, abandoning your past.” 
 
    “Your vision was correct,” Danzen told her, “at least in a roundabout way.” 
 
    “You say that, but then I saw what you did in the courtyard, how you moved and what you are capable of. Now I find myself as a young girl with a newborn child in her arms, wondering if there was someone strong enough to kill the man who gave me this baby.” 
 
    Danzen looked at her, registering the anger in Shodren’s eyes. “Have you had any other communication with him?” 
 
    “No, never. Only that one interaction.” 
 
    Another thought came to Danzen as he took in the troubled expression on her face, one tinged with anger. “Has anyone else come by here searching for me?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t even know if you were alive or not until just an hour or so ago.” 
 
    “You didn’t suspect when I interrupted your meditation class?” 
 
    “I had a feeling that you were from the Brotherhood, but I knew that about Nomin as well. While powerful and clearly dedicated to cultivating her echo, there was something dark beneath the surface. Maybe not dark, maybe that isn’t the right word. Something that negated her spiritual side. Who else is looking for you?” 
 
    “I’ve been told that I have a half-brother who is a full-blooded demon.” 
 
    “Who has told you this?” 
 
    “Abbot Monpo at the fox shrine in the Panchen Mountains. Also, another yokai, a bakeneko named Jelmay who has become somewhat of a companion of mine. He claims to see the future, but his vision is blurred, and he only knows that one day I will have to battle my brother.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “There’s another thing you may not know,” Danzen told her. “My father is now the ruler of Diyu.” 
 
    Her face went pale. “I don’t know how many children he has, but that would mean that you were in line to inherit it were he to die.” 
 
    “I don’t want anything to do with Diyu,” Danzen told her, recalling just how close he had already come to the gates of hell. “I just want to be left alone.” 
 
    “You are your mother’s son, it seems,” Shodren said, a faint smile forming. “You mentioned the Panchen Mountains. Are you living in Genshin Valley?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. “I am. After I quit the Brotherhood, I wandered aimlessly for two years through the south, and eventually headed east to Genshin Valley. I now live in a monastery on the outskirts of Suja Village. This is one reason I came for Nomin; I don’t want to be bothered any longer, and I don’t want assassins trying to kill me. This has already happened once in the village.” 
 
    “Do the villagers know you?” 
 
    “They do,” Danzen told her. “They call me Pilgrim. No one knows my real name.” 
 
    “Pilgrim…” She said the name again, quietly to herself. “It doesn’t fit you; there doesn’t seem to be anything religious about the journey you have taken thus far. But perhaps I don’t know the full details of your travels…” 
 
    “That is something I’m changing,” Danzen told her. “I believe I will learn to bend my echo once I return.” 
 
    “You mean you are that powerful without ever bending it?” she asked with surprise. 
 
    “It’s in my blood,” he told her, almost shamefully. 
 
    “When will you return? I know that we barely know each other, Danzen, son, but you are welcome to stay here as long as you don’t bring more violence.” 
 
    “No, I won’t be staying here. I will leave tonight.” 
 
    “I would prefer you leave in the morning,” Shodren told him after a long pause. “Let us honor Nomin, then you can get some rest here and then head back toward civilization. We can provide some provisions for you, if you’d like.” 
 
    “I have money. I can leave it here. I’m sure the nunnery could use it.” 
 
    “The nunnery could always use donations, but if it’s blood money, I would prefer that we not take it.” 
 
    Danzen thought of the kip that Jelmay had given him. He had no idea what it had come from, and while it likely wasn’t blood money, it was definitely funds that had been derived by exploiting someone. 
 
    “Perhaps I should keep it.” 
 
    “Yes, perhaps. Let’s head down, unless you still would like a cup of tea.” 
 
    “We can eat and drink at another time.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Shodren led Danzen up an ancient stairwell cut into the stone of the mountain, the stairs much older than the ones he had previously seen at the nunnery, worn around the edges to the point that they were almost slick. The sun had set, the path lit by oil candles which floated in small gourds filled with water. There was a scent to the candles, Danzen recognizing the smell of mountain laurel. 
 
    “This was where the original nunnery was located,” Shodren explained as they came to a small building, a statue out front, its face eroded by time, flowers at its feet.  
 
    Beyond that was a small, crudely constructed building, which was demarcated by an archway that allowed passage to the other side. It was here that Danzen found most of the nuns seated, forming a half circle around the edge of a cliff. 
 
    He saw Nomin’s body lying on a wooden plank, hay, bramble, and twigs stuffed all around her. 
 
    “Your clothing, my lord.” A nun came forward with the bloodied robes Danzen had worn during his fight. He noticed the slight hint of incendiary on his clothing as he took the robes from the nun and headed over to the body, Danzen placing his robes on top of the funeral pyre. 
 
    He bowed his head once again, just enough light from lanterns around the seating area for him to see Nomin’s tranquil face, a peacefulness betrayed by the crimson flesh beneath her chin. As he bowed, the former assassin vowed once again to uphold her honor, to take care of her weapon, and to bend his echo in her name. 
 
    “Would you care to light it?” Shodren asked after she was handed a torch by one of the younger nuns, the tip of which had yet to be ignited. 
 
    Danzen took the torch from his mother and walked over to one of the lanterns, a nun helping him remove the paper covering so he could ignite its tip. 
 
    “May you rest in peace, my child,” Shodren said, now standing over Nomin’s body and looking up at the darkened sky. “May you survive in Diyu long enough for Sunyata to be rebuilt; may you then take your place among the glorified, those who made amends with their pasts, those who have forgiven those who have trespassed against them.” 
 
    The nuns behind Danzen all said something in unison as Shodren stepped away. After a long pause in which Danzen waited for the wind to subside, he lowered the torch on the funeral pyre. He started at the top, and once the flame started to lift from the kindling, he lit the wood near her feet. 
 
    Danzen lowered the torch and stepped away. 
 
    It didn’t take long for plumes of smoke to start lifting off her body, Danzen’s robes igniting and adding a burst of flame to the air, the fire around Nomin’s body starting to sizzle and pop. 
 
    “It didn’t have to be this way,” Danzen said so only his mother could hear. “I would have preferred peace.” 
 
    “If what you are saying is true, that she pressed for the duel, then you honored her wishes. Besides, this may not be the last you see of Nomin.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You say that there is a yokai that travels with you who can glimpse the future, correct?” 
 
    Danzen nodded, the flames flickering across his mother’s pupils. 
 
    “I have had my own glimpses,” she said, seemingly changing the subject, “but I never understood who the man was.” 
 
    “The man?” 
 
    “In my glimpses of the future there was a man; I never understood who he was until I met you. It is so clear to me now. What I’m saying here is simple: you never know what the future may hold.” 
 
    “I am nobody,” Danzen told her. “I just want to be left alone.” 
 
    “What you say and what you do are incongruous, my son,” Shodren told him. “If you wanted to be left alone, you would either stay holed up in your monastery, or move deeper into the Panchen Mountains, where no assassin would ever find you. Yet you are here. You traveled all the way from Suja Village to attend a funeral of your making.” 
 
    She turned to him, the fire behind her causing a shadow to partially conceal the look on her face, Danzen not able to register her intent. 
 
    “You are not ready,” she finally said, her shoulders relaxing some as if a great weight had just been removed from them. “But you will be one day.” 
 
    “Ready?” 
 
    She shook her head. “You are not ready, not yet, one day.” 
 
    “I think it’s best that I leave tonight,” Danzen told her after a lengthy pause. “I’ll gather my things.” 
 
    “You don’t have to go anywhere; if you stay and relax a few days, we will have a chance to know more about one another.” 
 
    “You don’t want to know more about me,” was all he could say, his tone harsher than he meant for it to be. 
 
    Rather than protest, Shodren called for one of the younger nuns to escort Danzen back to Nomin’s quarters, where he could retrieve his things. 
 
    “Goodbye, son,” she said, bowing her head to him. “May we meet again.” 
 
    “Goodbye,” Danzen told his mother.  
 
    Shodren turned away, back to the flames, where she sat with the other nuns, their group far enough away that the smoke wouldn’t bother them. 
 
    As Danzen followed the nun back to the quarters, all he could think was that he was nothing like what his mother envisioned. He was no savior, and he would have likely been dead by now had it not been for his regenerative ability. Even now, all that was left from the stab wound he had received earlier was a scar, yet another one on a body covered in markings, each with their own story. 
 
    “I will get your horse, my lord,” the nun told him as she let him pass in front of her. 
 
    Danzen took the stairs to Nomin’s room and found his things, his Blade of Darkness where he left it, his satchel, his burlap sack full of armor and robes. He lit a lantern and took a moment to look through the items Nomin had brought with her, clothing, a few throwing knives, and a Diyu Brotherhood contract with Danzen’s name on it. 
 
    It was the only contract she had, and as he left the room she was staying in, he couldn’t help but wonder if Nomin was planning to exit the trade after she dealt with him. 
 
    It was what he would have done. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen Ravja reached the village of Odval, most of the villagers in for the night, their farms dark, the moon on the horizon illuminating their rows. 
 
    He thought about stopping at the same tavern he’d visited before heading up to the nunnery but decided against it in the end, Danzen feeling like riding through the night and enjoying the cool weather. He exchanged horses at the tavern, selecting a black gelding that was a bit unruly compared to his last steed. 
 
    Still, the horse was surprisingly fast, and he eventually grew used to the horse’s company, Danzen doing little steering, just letting the gelding follow the dirt road that separated Odval from Bahlingar. 
 
    It was much darker here, the moonlight rarely cutting through the foliage, a crispness to the air. There were a few times that his horse grew startled, Danzen easing his steed forward, pushing on.  
 
    As he rode, he remembered Nomin, once again feeling a wave of shame for what happened with his demons.  
 
    Could she have beaten him had they not been unleashed?  
 
    He would never truly know. But now he had something of hers that would always remind him of the blind assassin, her short sword, which was sheathed at his waist above his longer blade.  
 
    He could feel its power now as he thought of the woman. There was something special about the weapon, an energy radiating off it that he had noticed before with Astra. 
 
    He would honor Nomin through her blade, and by learning to bend his echo. 
 
    It would be the first thing he did when he got back to the Valley. Danzen would go to the fox shrine with Kudzu and perform the clay test. He would learn what he could, and try to improve. 
 
    This thought pushed him toward his mother, and what she had hinted at in the end, her altruism tainted in his eyes now that he knew she had taken him to the Brotherhood hoping he would exact revenge. Then again, what other option did she have? And what had she meant when she said he wasn’t ready? Ready for what? 
 
    Shodren had been underage when Danzen was born; she would have been cast out of the nunnery had they discovered the birth. She had done what she had to do to survive, Danzen was sure of this. 
 
    Perhaps questioning her altruism wasn’t the right way to go about this. Perhaps there would come a time when he would have to deal with his father, just like there would be a time in which he would likely have to deal with his brother, at least according to Jelmay’s vision. 
 
    Danzen pressed on, deeper into the night, ignoring everything around him now as he focused on the trailhead to Bahlingar, Arsi from there. He wouldn’t stop until he reached the Sakai River, where he would take the first boat he could find back to Tudan, then the valley. 
 
    He couldn’t wait to return home.

  

 
   
    Part Four 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen Ravja was too late. He had just made it to the riverside city of Arsi, only to see that the ship set for Tudan had already gone. It was approaching dusk, the temperature cooling off, crickets and other insects coming alive all around the city drowning out all other noises.  
 
    There were already a few drunks stumbling around as Danzen headed toward the harbor on the northern side of the city. His hood over his head, Nomin’s sword sheathed at his side, Danzen spotted a fisherman heading up from the shore and stopped him. 
 
    “I need passage to Tudan.” 
 
    “Tudan?” the fisherman asked. He was a whiskered fellow with a rag tied around his head, his skin thick as saddle leather and his clothes hanging from his body. “Next boat leaves in the morning, my lord.” 
 
    “Would you be able to take me there?” Danzen retrieved the remaining kip he had and flashed it at the man. 
 
    “To Tudan…” The fisherman looked from the water and then up at the sky, the moon visible even though the sun was still out and slowly setting. “Yes, I believe that can be arranged. These little boats are faster than the larger ones anyway.” 
 
    “Good. I would like to go now.” 
 
    The fisherman glanced down to his catch, which consisted of three fish strung up through their gills. “Let me just hand these off to someone. Wait here.” 
 
    As Danzen waited, he noticed more fishermen moving in his direction, all with small catches, most of the men rail-thin aside from a few who had pot bellies. This reminded him of the abundance of fish in the rivers and pools of the Panchen Mountains, Danzen happy to be secluded away from the general public and not in direct competition with them for meals. 
 
    The more he thought of his monastery, as he had for hours on his ride between Bahlingar and Arsi, the more he missed the place. The village, the forest, even his pets, Yama and Basan. 
 
    What Danzen didn’t see in that moment, the former assassin lost in reflection, was the three-legged raven perched on the shambled roof of a fisherman’s hut, the raven watching him intently.  
 
    Once again, as it always did, the three-legged raven took flight, heading back to its master. 
 
    It was a few minutes later that the fisherman approached him again, a toothless smile on his face as he motioned Danzen toward his boat. “The name is Kalmo,” he told Danzen. “But you can just call me Kal.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Yep, it’s going to be a day’s ride at least. We’ll have to stop to eat along the way, but that should be doable. I know some folks. Great food too. The kip you gave me covers that as well. All-inclusive, that’s what this ride will be,” he said with a wheezing laugh. 
 
    “My only interest is in getting to Tudan,” Danzen told him. “Food is negotiable.” 
 
    The fisherman laughed at the strange way Danzen said this. “Sure it is, sure it is, but if we’re taking a trip to Tudan, we might as well stop by this place I know. It’ll be fast. I’ll have you there as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    The fisherman continued to talk until he realized that Danzen wasn’t in a chatty mood, the former assassin finally able to rest after his long ride. He’d almost taken a hotel room upon turning in his horse an hour ago, but he had decided to continue on. 
 
    As it turned out, the waves of the Sakai River quickly had a soporific effect, Danzen nodding off before the boat could reach the Arsi city limits. Seated across from Kalmo, his hood over his head, his chin pressed to his chest, Danzen slept for several hours before he was awoken by a sudden shift in the boat. 
 
    “You see that?” Kalmo asked as Danzen blinked his eyes awake. 
 
    “See what?” 
 
    “River fish. Har! It almost flopped into the boat. Damn thing must have been five feet across. I wish I had been paying better attention. I could have swiped it out of the air with a net.”  
 
    Out of instinct, Danzen checked his belongings, making sure everything was in place. Nothing had been disturbed, and it wasn’t long before he was asleep again, his shoulders hunched forward, Danzen dreaming of the Diyu Brotherhood. 
 
    He stood before the stone steps that led up to the top of the compound, watching his mother place a baby wrapped in blankets on the ground. She looked to him, younger now, fear in her eyes, her throat quivering. Rather than say anything, she turned back to the Brotherhood and began making prostrations as a man slowly came down the steps. 
 
    Danzen recognized the man as Biren Yeshe, his former teacher, the man lifting the child into his arms and turning away from his mother. 
 
    “We’re here…” 
 
    The words came to Danzen and he refused to believe them. They weren’t anywhere. Biren Yeshe couldn’t speak to him, nor could his mother.  
 
    How could they even see him? 
 
    “Ahem, we’re here, my lord.” 
 
    Danzen awoke again to find the boat docked, the fisherman fumbling with the mooring. It was early morning now, and as he became more cognizant of his surroundings, he saw that they were docked near a riverside collection of shacks, all pressed together, birds circling overhead, a puff of smoke coming out of one of the chimneys.  
 
    “I’ll wait here,” Danzen said. 
 
    “I won’t be long.” 
 
    Danzen looked out to the water as the fisherman left, the morning sun creating ripples of effervescent light across the surface of the water. He saw a fish jump, Danzen’s hand naturally going to his sheathed blade.  
 
    He reminded himself to relax; there was always a chance he would be ambushed, but on the water, in the middle of nowhere, was likely not the place where those who wanted him dead would come for him.  
 
    This thought had a way of calming him, Danzen not flinching the next time a fish hopped out of the water. As he waited for the fisherman to eat, he took a moment to examine Nomin’s basket-hilted short sword, which was silver with small endless knots carved into its surface. Holding the weapon brought him a strange sense of warmth; Danzen looked forward to the time he would be able to practice with the weapon. 
 
    As he sheathed the blade, he relived his fight against the blind assassin, trying not to feel shame this time regarding its outcome. To cancel out his thoughts, he focused on the choppy water, feeling closer to it now, Danzen momentarily wanting to go for a swim. It had been so very long since he’d had a good swim. 
 
    The fisherman returned from a riverside shack with a small metal bowl filled with dumplings.  
 
    “I brought you some even though you said you weren’t hungry,” Kalmo told Danzen. “We’ve got another twelve hours ahead of us, at least, and you’ll want to eat something.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Danzen said as he took the bowl from the man. 
 
    “You’re a quiet one, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I’m just ready to get home.” 
 
    “I understand that. The wind is great today; we’ll make it there this afternoon for sure.” 
 
    “One more thing,” Danzen told him after he finished one of the fish dumplings, which was soft and chewy on the inside in a way he wasn’t expecting. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “After we reach Tudan, you will forget you ever met me. You will not remember anything about our interactions,” Danzen said, summoning his Demon Speak ability. 
 
    “Sure,” Kalmo told him as a dazed look fell over his eyes. “Whatever you say, my lord.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The dumplings turned out to be good, Danzen resting once again for the next leg of the trip, his hood keeping the sun out of his eyes. Kalmo hummed to himself as he rowed, the fisherman squinting at the sky every now and then mumbling about rain. 
 
    It was hard to tell that rain was coming, the sky completely clear, but Danzen didn’t doubt the fisherman.  
 
    Kalmo seemed to know what he was doing. 
 
    They passed forests and other small vessels, the riverbank oftentimes accented by yellow flowers which reflected off the surface of the water, giving the Sakai River a golden look at times. Sometimes the current would guide them forward, Kalmo able to relax; other times they reached areas of stagnant water, the fisherman working overtime to push them back toward a current. 
 
    It was clear now that the river flowed in an easterly direction, which could also explain the speed of the smaller boat versus the larger one Danzen, Kudzu, and Jelmay had taken earlier heading west. A breeze seemed to help it along as well, the air crisp with an occasional pungent smell to it when they reached stagnant waters. 
 
    “We’re near,” Kalmo announced well past midday, the fisherman pointing toward white lilies that had appeared near the outer edges of the river. “Those don’t grow down in Arsi, not anymore. They used to when I was a kid, but they stopped all of a sudden, about ten years ago. They’re edible, you know. Great for grinding up and mixing with salt to season a fish.” 
 
    “Good to know.” 
 
    Danzen felt a sense of elation as their small boat approached the harbor of Tudan, which was right next to the market, a place always bustling and loud enough to drown out the sound of the water. 
 
    He bid farewell to the fisherman and disappeared, Danzen ready to stretch his legs. It wasn’t long before he reached the gates of the outpost, the heat of the day bearing down on him as he passed the guards, his hood over his head. 
 
    The former assassin picked up his pace as he made his way to Chutham, moving at his top speed until he came to a caravan. Danzen slowed, allowing the caravan to pass, a man and his boy leading it, the boy at once curious as to who the hooded man with the weapons could possibly be. 
 
    He once again saw fields of flowers on either side of the dirt pathway, Danzen stopping a few times to simply observe them. White petals swirled in the air, butterflies and other insects moving from flower to flower, birds overhead, the spiral of life and the food chain on constant display. Danzen saw a small fox creeping toward a rabbit, a predator, Danzen feeling like he was no different than the fox. 
 
    This produced an image in his head of a fox trying to change its habits by becoming an herbivore, the message behind this strange thought abundantly clear: one’s true nature is nearly impossible to change. 
 
    He traveled for several more hours, until Chutham appeared on the horizon. Danzen encountered droves of people along the way, merchants making their way to Tudan with wares, even a large team bringing wood from the Asura Forest, their oxen grunting and kicking up mud. It had rained recently, evidence of the sky opening all around Danzen, from the fresh grooves in the soil to the verdant greenery lining the road to Chutham.  
 
    He thought about stopping by Selden’s Emporium to trade his sugawara helmet for the yokai books, but he decided against this as he made his way through the city, Eva Yin’s pleasure house somewhere off to his left, Chutham bustling as always. 
 
    He would keep the helmet for now. 
 
    As he started on the road that separated Chutham from Suja Village, Danzen wondered how Jelmay and Kudzu had fared on their way back to Genshin Valley.  
 
    He would learn soon enough.  
 
    Once he was away from civilization again, his pace quickened, Danzen’s focus solely on getting to the Third District, and from there to his monastery. He reached Suja Village, everything around him a blur as he moved from the First to the Second District, Danzen close to reaching the outskirts of the Third District when someone called his name. 
 
    “Pilgrim!” a voice said again.  
 
    Danzen spotted Elder Sonders along the roadside, the old man leaning on his cane with the wolf grip, a jewel in the wolf’s mouth. He recalled how the Elder had helped fight off Norwin Dawa and Soko with a burst of energy from the jewel on his cane, which was something they’d yet to discuss. “I’ve been looking for you.” 
 
    “You have?” Danzen asked, assuming the Elder had some task he wanted him to perform. 
 
    “It’s Shedrup, I was hoping you would come by and see him. He said that he’d like to talk to you again.” 
 
    Danzen wanted to say no; he wanted to turn back toward his monastery and make it home before sunrise, but he also had a few questions for Elder Sonders. 
 
    “Sure,” he told the older man. “But I am meeting someone later at the monastery and can’t be long.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t think this will take long,” Elder Sonders told him, a twinkle in his eyes. 
 
    “Thanks,” Danzen said, realizing that there was something else he needed to do at the Elder’s home anyway. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Elder Sonders and the former assassin walked in silence until they passed through the gate that surrounded his mansion. It was here that Danzen stopped, the Elder turning to him. 
 
    “What did you do back there at the Raksi Hall? Your power…” 
 
    “Ah, not my power,” Elder Sonders told him. “The power lies here, in this remnant.” He tapped on the jewel on the grip of his cane. “I have only had to use it a few times since I got the piece.” 
 
    “Where did you get it anyway?” 
 
    “That, I can’t tell you,” said Elder Sonders. “But if you are ever in the market for something similar, something that gives you long-range capabilities, you let me know.” 
 
    “I already have that,” Danzen said. 
 
    “Ah, yes, your boomerang sword. Fascinating thing to see in person. I’m surprised it’s never cut you on the way back.” 
 
    “Astra knows better.” 
 
    “And it is named Astra, eh? Excellent name. Weapons with names can develop their own characters. Speaking of which, it appears as if you’ve gotten a new sword.” 
 
    “Yes,” Danzen said, placing his hand on the hilt of Nomin’s basket-hilted blade. 
 
    “It is a fine piece; it has a power to it, a certain draw. I can’t describe it. I dabbled, you know, in bending my echo. I’m nowhere near as talented as my nephew, but there was a time years ago that I thought I really would advance, that I would be able to float the rock. But that was years ago. Come. You said you had somewhere to go.” 
 
    “There’s another thing,” Danzen said as they reached Elder Sonders’ front door. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I need to briefly check your library. I encountered a yokai and I want to see if it is cataloged in one of your books.” 
 
    “Not a problem at all, Pilgrim,” said the Elder. “It may take me a moment to rouse Shedrup anyway.” 
 
    “I can come back another time…” 
 
    “Nonsense,” said the Elder. “He mentioned today that he wanted to speak with you, and there’s no time like the present. There often isn’t time like the present, but that’s a discussion for another day. Here we are,” the older man said as he motioned Danzen toward his study, his library in the room next to it complete with a small sleeping space. Danzen recalled the night he’d slept in the room, Shedrup making quite a bit of noise in the basement below. “Take a look and I’ll let him know you’re here.” 
 
    Danzen was just turning to the bookshelf to locate the yokai books when a voice startled him. 
 
    “Pilgrim.” Shedrup stood before him in robes tethered at his wrists and ankles, a buoyancy to his step. He still had wild hair and a beard that needed a good trim, but there was something bright about his sunken eyes now, a glimmer that Danzen hadn’t seen in the man before. 
 
    “You wanted to see me?” 
 
    “I know what you are and what you are capable of. I wanted to warn you,” Shedrup said, taking a step closer to Danzen, sizing him up.  
 
    “Where’s your uncle?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “That doesn’t matter right now,” said Shedrup. “This is your one and only warning: don’t bring your blood trade around here again, demon. Suja Village is a peaceful place, away from people like you. Let’s keep it that way.” 
 
    Shedrup turned away and it wasn’t long before Elder Sonders came to the library. “Did he already leave?” the older man asked, his voice as innocuous as ever. 
 
    “He did.” 
 
    “Well, in that case, I’m glad he was able to speak to you. He’s trying to get back in the habit of socializing with other people. He is quite talented, you know, but I’m still afraid to let him go out. One sip of alcohol and all he’s worked so hard to build crumbles. You wouldn’t know it by looking at Shedrup, but he is extremely powerful. He won’t tell me how far he has progressed when it comes to bending his echo, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he is a Stone Divinator, if you’re familiar with the rankings.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Did you find what you were looking for?” The Elder swept his hand toward his bookshelf. 
 
    “Not this time,” Danzen said, no longer feeling like being in his home. 
 
    “Ah, well, I suppose I should see you out then. It’s getting late.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen wasn’t opposed to walking in the darkness along the stretch of dirt road that separated his monastery from the Third District. It was a walk he was quite familiar with now, his feet falling into line, the soil soft beneath his souls. 
 
    Shedrup threatening him, perhaps at the bequest of his uncle, wasn’t something Danzen had been expecting.  
 
    If what Elder Sonders said was true, that Shedrup was at the Stone Divinator level, that would mean that his nephew had been able to dissolve the stone and he had reached the final tier, only needing to move up the subrankings. This also meant he would be much stronger than Nomin, but likely not as skilled. 
 
    As he reached the bottom of the hill, Danzen recalled how the blind assassin had explained the way a person moved up the tiers—float the stone, shatter the stone, repair the stone, dissolve the stone. Each tier had a title as well. A person started as an Adept, and if they could float the stone, they’d move to the Mancer tier. From there it was Wielder, Reaver, Divinator.  
 
    Was Shedrup really on the final tier? Danzen remembered their first encounter, the drunk wallowing in horse shit and getting assaulted by a man outside of the tavern. He also remembered seeing him in Elder Sonders’ basement, Shedrup floating before him, legs crossed under his body as he told Danzen about the Tavern at the Edge of the World. 
 
    Hopefully, there would never come a point in which he’d actually have to face Shedrup. If he handled his affairs correctly, the Diyu Brotherhood would never again attack him in Suja Village.  
 
    Then again, Soko was still out there, and according to Biren Yeshe, the teenage girl Danzen had once saved named Sumi had also put a contract out on him… 
 
    Danzen’s thoughts were interrupted by Kudzu, who came trotting down the hill to join him.  
 
    “I thought that was you,” she said, her tail wagging happily as she circled him.  
 
    Yama soon joined them, the stone lion dog stretching his front paws out in front of him as he lowered his head. 
 
    “It’s good to be back,” Danzen said, overcome with joy at seeing his darkened monastery. Another thought came to him, something he’d noticed at the base of the hill. “Where’s Jelmay?” 
 
    Kudzu’s mood instantly soured. “The fool. He stayed behind in Tudan to gamble. I haven’t seen him since. Did you go through Tudan?” 
 
    “I did, but only briefly.” 
 
    “And you didn’t see a blonde-haired man being chased out of town, did you?” 
 
    “Not that I recall,” said Danzen. Rather than enter into the monastery, he removed his bags and his Blade of Darkness and sat on the hill, Yama joining him to his left, Kudzu still on all fours in front of Danzen. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    Danzen looked up to her. 
 
    “What happened? Did you get a new weapon?” 
 
    “I did…” Danzen told Kudzu of his trek to the north, where he’d not only dealt with Nomin but had also encountered his mother. 
 
    “I can’t accept that,” Kudzu said once Danzen explained why his mother had left him at the Brotherhood, how she’d hoped that he would eventually be strong enough to take on his father, the demon who had raped her. “How would she have known the Brotherhood would even accept you?” 
 
    “Most of their members come from orphans.” 
 
    “But there must be some sort of test. And you were an infant. How could you have passed the test?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Danzen told her. 
 
    “There’s more to the story. There has to be.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    After a long stretch of silence, Danzen told her about Elder Sonders and his nephew, Kudzu recalling she had seen his nephew in the hills of Chutham the first time Danzen had gone to fetch the man. 
 
    “Do you really think he’s a Stone Divinator?” Danzen asked. “Have you ever met someone at that tier?” 
 
    “Aside from Abbot Monpo, who is at the Divinator tier, no, I haven’t. Most don’t seem to move past shattering the stone unless they’ve devoted most of their life to bending their echo. He was a drunk; I find it very hard to believe he progressed that far. I also think his uncle is foolish for trying to intimidate you.” 
 
    “I don’t know if that’s what Elder Sonders was trying to do or not,” said Danzen. “It is just something I suspect. Shedrup could have asked to meet me without his intervention.” 
 
    “It seems too convenient, at least in what you told me. If he really just stepped into the library after his nephew left, he could have been standing outside listening in all along.” 
 
    “He could have, yes.” 
 
    Kudzu, who now sat next to Danzen, focused her gaze on the horizon. “It’s not like it was your fault that the village was attacked.” 
 
    “It was my fault; they were my demons that were unleashed, and Norwin Dawa and Soko were looking for me. But hopefully, those days are over, or at least numbered.” 
 
    “Do you think there will be more?” 
 
    “It’s hard to tell,” said Danzen. “If there’s a new contract out on me, there could be more. And now I have attacked the Brotherhood, which could produce interest from some of the other branches. There are smaller branches, you know, in the north and the south. It may also create a scenario in which one of Biren Yeshe’s close friends decides to take up Sumi’s contract, or one in which yet another contract is made. And then there’s Soko…” 
 
    “And you have no idea where to find her?” 
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    “Do you think she has given up?” 
 
    Danzen recalled the relationship he’d had with Soko over the years, her passion, her intensity. He slowly started to shake his head. “No, she’s not the type to give up.” 
 
    “Then she’s licking her wounds.” 
 
    “Likely.” 
 
    “And she knows where you live.” 
 
    “Yes. Or at the very least, she can find me.” 
 
    “What do you want? I mean, what do you really want?” Kudzu asked, looking at him. 
 
    “I just want to be left alone,” Danzen said after a long pause. “But with what I’ve done, and what I’m capable of, I don’t think this is really an option for me. And that’s without mentioning my brother, who is also looking for me.” He shook his head. “He must know I am here. He’s a demon and his father, our father, is the ruler of Diyu, which is just over the mountains.” 
 
    “It sounds more like your brother is biding his time.” 
 
    “It does. Which is why tomorrow, we need to go to the fox shrine. I don’t know how long I’ll have to bend my echo before someone else comes for me, but I need to get tested so I can see where I’m at, and I need to learn from Abbot Monpo if there is a way to progress quickly.” Danzen tensed up. “I just hope I’m strong enough when they come.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    There was a light rain that night, the patter on the roof of the monastery lulling Danzen to sleep. It had been nice to be greeted by Kudzu, the white fox now asleep in the other room, Danzen glad to have company once again.  
 
    He slept well, only awoken once when he heard rustling outside, which turned out to be the sound of Yama scraping his side against the outer wall of the monastery. 
 
    Today was the day he would finally learn about bending his echo.  
 
    With this in mind, the former assassin went through his normal routine of checking on his fire chicken, collecting her egg, and bringing water in from the well. He then went about making grain balls, which he cracked the egg over in the end, Danzen happy to be back in the swing of things. It was by no means glamorous food, but it was filling. Besides, Kudzu seemed to like it, the white fox readily eating what Danzen had made her. 
 
    “Khamdo and Temur have come by every morning now,” Kudzu informed him. “I wouldn’t be surprised to see them walking up the hill shortly.” 
 
    “Have they said anything to you?” 
 
    “No. I usually hide while they are here. Khamdo seems like a nice man; Temur seems nice enough, but his demeanor leaves much to be desired. But I don’t know either of them that well.” 
 
    “Your instincts are correct,” Danzen said as he washed the plate he had used. After grabbing his weapons, as well as his satchel with his field diary inside, Danzen locked up his monastery. Sure enough, he spotted Khamdo and Temur making their way up the hill, Kudzu suddenly gone. 
 
    “You’re back?” Temur asked. The man’s brow furrowed after he concluded that he’d walked all the way from the village for nothing. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Danzen asked Khamdo. 
 
    “Better than the last time we met, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “I apologize for not stopping by last night to tell you of my return,” Danzen said. “It slipped my mind after the Elder greeted me.” 
 
    “Elder Sonders?” Temur asked. “What did he want?” 
 
    “Nothing much; I stopped by his home to have a look at his library.” 
 
    “Some home,” Temur said, Khamdo nodding in agreement. “We’ve done work in there before; it’s the biggest place in all of Suja Village. You can’t really tell from the front, but it’s much larger than my home.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Big plans for today?” Khamdo asked, breaking the silence that had begun to stretch between the men. 
 
    “I’m going to the mountains.” 
 
    “Going to see Dalan?” Temur asked as he ran his hand through his wispy hair. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “I don’t know how he fixed Khamdo and Oktai here up, but whatever he did, tell him thanks,” Temur said. 
 
    “Tell him thanks for me as well,” said Khamdo, the look in his eyes telling Danzen that he knew it was much more magical than that. 
 
    Danzen entertained the two men for a few more minutes until Khamdo suggested they head back to the village. Kudzu waited until they were gone to reappear.  
 
    “I thought you’d never be done talking,” she said as they started off toward the mountains, the white fox leading the way.  
 
    “I should have told them I was back last night, save them the trip.” 
 
    “Yes, you should have; then again, you were threatened by the Elder’s nephew, so you had other things going on.” 
 
    “That I did.” 
 
    The two picked up their pace, Kudzu racing ahead and Danzen using his superhuman strength and speed to keep up with her. It felt wonderful to truly be able to stretch his limbs without worrying about being spotted. Running at his top speed; leaping from a rock to the side of a cliff, back down to the ground; crisscrossing a stream, Kudzu laughing as she sped ahead; Danzen only stopped to take in his surroundings once he encountered purple flowers growing out of the side of one of the cliff walls.  
 
    He truly needed this little break. 
 
    To once again be in the mountains with Kudzu, so far away from civilization, was akin to being a child, to letting loose, Danzen feeling as if he were finally able to breathe freely. 
 
    Their pathway led them up to the top of a mesa. Danzen noticed the change in altitude, his breaths just a bit shorter now, his heart racing just a hair faster than normal. A breeze picked up, twisting pollen in a swirl. Danzen saw the start of the fox shrine at the end of a long bridge.  
 
    Whereas the shrine represented hope and light, Diyu, which was over Danzen’s right shoulder now, represented something much more sinister. Even though he didn’t look in the direction of his father’s home, he could sense the black clouds hovering over the reddened landscape, the screams, the misery.  
 
    “Come on,” Kudzu said, moving down to a lower path, Danzen recognizing it as one they had taken to the shrine when they had departed from Dalan’s hermitage.  
 
    Rather than go from rock to rock like the white fox, Danzen threw himself into the air, landing hard on the pathway below, the ground seemingly shaking around him.  
 
    “Better be careful,” Kudzu told him as he slowly stood. 
 
    Danzen offered her a rare, foolish grin. “Sorry about that. Getting a bit ahead of myself.” 
 
    “It happens to the best of us. Come on, let’s see what the clay has to say about your subranking.”  
 
    Once again, Kudzu raced ahead.

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As they had before, the vines that covered the entrance to the fox shrine began to open, curling and twisting away as Abbot Monpo, the seven-tailed fox, and his two fox companions appeared. They walked slowly toward them, Kudzu bowing her head as they approached. 
 
    “You have returned,” said the Abbot, a faint smile taking shape on his face.  
 
    “I am ready,” Danzen told him. 
 
    “I see. We will first need to figure out your subranking before we test which tier you are at. Come with me. Would you care to join us, Kudzu? We also have food available, if you are hungry.” 
 
    “I will join you.” 
 
    “Good.” Abbot Monpo turned, his two companions doing the same.  
 
    The fox monks raced ahead, taking the path through the bramble that led to the right, where Danzen had glimpsed the remnant the last time he had visited the shrine. The vines surrounding the pathway were thick enough to prevent too much light from coming through, both Kudzu’s and the Abbot’s coats sparkling just a bit as they continued forward.  
 
    The space opened up, Danzen once again seeing the rock sculptures he’d encountered last time, half-man, half-fox, the pieces likely carved before the fall of Sunyata.  
 
    It was breathtaking. 
 
    They came to the remnant, but rather than observe it as they had last time, Abbot Monpo guided them to a side room with clay tablets stacked on one end, shattered stone all around. There was a pedestal on the opposite end of the room, with a rock about the size of a loaf of bread resting on its surface. The two foxes that had been with the Abbot earlier were now seated with their backs to one of the walls, watching them. 
 
    “The first part of this test is relatively simple,” Abbot Monpo explained. “You will pick up one of the clay slabs and hold it with both hands. It will turn a color and crumble after it has done so. If it glows green, your subranking will be Stone. If it glows white, Crystal; blue, Diamond; yellow, Golden; and if it glows purple, your subranking will be Soul. After we have determined your subranking, we will move onto the next task involving the stone.” 
 
    “Any clay slab?” Danzen asked as he approached one of the stacks. 
 
    “Yes, any clay slab will do. Before you select one, please know that by doing this, you are affirming your intention to bend your echo, which will lead to a life of cultivation now that you have officiated your choice. There is no turning back now. As odd as that may sound, you are selecting a path that you may waver from, yet you will never completely abandon. You are accepting that Sunyata has fallen, and that you have decided to devote your life in understanding its mysteries and the power that can be derived from it.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Good. Then select a clay slab and we shall begin.” 
 
    The former assassin took one of the clay slabs on the top of the stack.  
 
    There was nothing remarkable about it, nothing that would have led him to believe it was magical in some way. He didn’t feel a tug at the center of his body, as he did when he’d taken Nomin’s weapon, nor did he feel anything like he’d felt when he held the sugawara helmet.  
 
    “Hold it with both hands,” Abbot Monpo told him. The white fox took a step back, Kudzu doing the same, both of them focusing intently on the clay slab as Danzen placed both hands on it. 
 
    The clay slab began to glow.  
 
    It turned green and then white, where it stayed a moment before switching to blue, then back to white, the slab eventually starting to turn blue again, then yellow. Danzen felt the clay slab vibrate in his hands. Still glowing a vibrant yellow that bordered on gold, the tablet crumbled, its pieces gray again before they hit the ground. 
 
    “Remarkable,” Abbot Monpo said. “I’ve yet to see someone start at a Golden subranking. We will need to see what the stone says.” The seven-tailed fox turned to the pedestal at the front of the room, which had characters Danzen didn’t recognize carved into it.  
 
    “That was really good,” Kudzu said to Danzen as he followed the Abbot. 
 
    “The tier system works as follows: if you are able to float the stone, you will be at the Mancer tier; if you are able to shatter the stone, you will be at the Wielder tier; if you are able to repair the stone once you have shattered it, you will be at the Reaver tier; and if you are able to dissolve the stone after you have repaired it, you will be at the Divinator tier. If you are able to do nothing, you will be an Adept. I suppose I should have started with that.” 
 
    Danzen stepped up to the pedestal.  
 
    “Do not think about it too deeply,” the Abbot instructed him. “Simply focus on floating the stone.” 
 
    Danzen stared at the stone for a moment, noticing its rigid surface as well as a few markings carved into its side. He had never tried to levitate something before, but he knew with remnants, anything was possible, evident in what Soko was able to do.  
 
    With this in mind, he slowly lifted his hand. 
 
    “Use your mind to call upon the power of Sunyata,” the Abbot said. “Gestures have no effect aside from placating the ill-advised. What you are exhibiting here is your base power, how deeply you have bent your echo. This is not magic, nor is it something you’d use in a combat situation. Think of it as extending your own cultivated echo toward the stone and lifting it. Now, try again.” 
 
    Danzen lowered his hand and focused on the rock. In that moment he remembered the multiple reasons as to why he was doing this, from honoring Nomin’s memory to growing stronger for whatever lay ahead, to protect those he loved. 
 
    The rock began to tremble. 
 
    Danzen ignored Kudzu’s gasp as he focused even harder, an empty feeling coming over him as if his spirit was being lifted from his body. He recalled his mother’s face; Soko and Norwin Dawa attacking the villagers; Jelmay in the form of Danzen’s full-demon brother; the countless deaths he’d witnessed; the red sky of Diyu. 
 
    The strain became too much.  
 
    Danzen’s shoulders lowered and he bowed his head, his brain boiling in his skull, face red, skin heating up to the point that he felt as if his clothing would ignite. 
 
    “That’s enough,” Abbot Monpo said firmly. “You are a Golden Adept. You will need to move to a Soul Adept before you are able to float the stone.” 
 
    “I… I can do it.” 
 
    “No, you cannot,” the Abbot said, turning back to the room with the large remnant in it. “There’s more we need to discuss. We will prepare the remnant room; I believe it would be good for you to see Kudzu in action. She shares the same subranking as you, but she has progressed to the Mancer tier. She is a Golden Mancer.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The two foxes that had joined Abbot Monpo quickly left the space, leaving Danzen, Kudzu, and the Abbot near the pedestal, the large stone still resting on it. Danzen took a step back, allowing Kudzu to come forward, the white fox bowing her head as she took her position. 
 
    Kudzu closed her eyes, and for a moment it appeared as if nothing would happen.  
 
    But then the stone began to twitch.  
 
    It slowly rose from the platform, where it hovered for a moment before Kudzu finally set it back down. She let out a deep breath, clearly strained in what she’d just done. 
 
    “Remember, this power is not for defense,” the Abbot said, “nor is it some kind of parlor trick. The stone has been kept in the room with the remnant for a number of years to be able to do what it does. It has absorbed some of its power.” 
 
    “But a person could theoretically float themselves, right?” Danzen asked, thinking of Shedrup, who was a Stone Divinator, at least according to Elder Sonders. 
 
    “Why do you ask that?”  
 
    “Because I have encountered a villager who is able to float himself. From what I’ve been told, he has spent a considerable amount of time bending his echo. I believe he is a Stone Divinator.” 
 
    “You are referring to the man known as Shedrup?” asked the Abbot. 
 
    “Yes. I had a run-in with him in the mountains outside of Chutham, before he sobered up.” 
 
    “So he has sobered then. Good. He was well on his way to become the most powerful echo bender in the Valley had it not been for the loss of his wife and son. He was quite friendly with the abbot who used to run your monastery. As to your question: yes, it is possible to do a number of things once a person has reached the Divinator tier, but most never make it that far.” Abbot Monpo returned his focus to Kudzu. “You’ve done well to float the stone. I’m sorry I didn’t say anything about that earlier. Next time you visit, we will test your subranking, unless it is something you’d like to do now.” 
 
    “No, it’s fine. I’m here for…” Kudzu looked to the former assassin. “For Danzen, today.” 
 
    “That is very generous of you,” said the Abbot as he led them out of the room.  
 
    They came into the space with the large remnant, Danzen once again taken aback by how brightly it glowed. It dimmed some as Abbot Monpo instructed him to take a cushion before him, Kudzu sitting next to the former assassin. “You have now officially activated your echo, and bending it is what will allow you to float the rock. Before we begin, do you have any questions on the terminology, or where our echoes come from?” 
 
    “No,” Danzen said, aware that what was referred to as an echo was actually residue of Sunyata, that had been passed down from generation to generation since the fall of heaven. Bending it, or cultivating it, was merely a way to call upon an innate power that every creature possessed. 
 
    “You are a swordsman, are you not?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Then you are familiar with various stances that you must utilize when engaging certain types of opponents. Bending your echo is no different. You will first start with a series of intuitive stretches while imagining the echo charging within you. It may seem foolish at first, but once you feel it, you’ll know that you have tapped into this unique source of power.”  
 
    “Will I be able to control my demons?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “You mean your inner demons?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Danzen said as he reminded the Abbot of what the hellspawns conjured by any injury which drew blood. 
 
    “I see. You are wondering if bending your echo, and getting control over it, will in some way allow you to exert dominance over the demons that are unleashed once you are cut, correct?” 
 
    “Yes,” Danzen said, his voice wavering for just a moment. 
 
    “I believe so, yes,” the Abbot said after a long pause, “but it isn’t something I would think possible until you reached the Reaver tier, or possibly even higher. In the way that Shedrup is able to control reality around him enough that he can float freely, you should theoretically be able to control your demons. Who knows, perhaps you’d be able to exert enough control over them to actually command them to do your bidding…” The Abbot shook his head. “I am, perhaps, getting ahead of myself. What bending your echo will do to your unique ability remains to be seen, but in my professional opinion, I believe it would benefit you. One moment, please.” 
 
    Abbot Monpo stepped over to a set of robes that were folded near the door. He took the robes with his mouth into the other room, and returned a minute or so later now in human form, his long white hair in several ponytails. He looked exuberant, his skin clear, his gray eyes sharp as ever as he instructed Danzen to place his pillow to the side.  
 
    “You should also remove your boots and your weapons. I will show you the basics; you will want to discover what works best for you from there. Of course, one of the better ways to bend your echo is to visit shrines across the land and spend time with the remnants there. While some are open to this, others are not, and will require money or other things before they grant you access to their remnant. But we can discuss that method later.” 
 
    Danzen recalled the reason Nomin was at his mother’s nunnery to begin with, to interact with the remnant there.  
 
    “The most important thing in bending your echo is that you must be loose. Everyone has their own technique, but you will get much better results if you are loose. Shake out your arms.” 
 
    After a short pause, Danzen did as he was instructed. 
 
    “Still too rigid. You are very rigid, which likely comes with the territory and your former role. You can’t be rigid to bend your echo. You must be loose.” 
 
    Danzen tried again to loosen up. He took a deep breath and slouched some, letting a wave of exhaustion he didn’t know he was experiencing roll over him.  
 
    “Yes, like that. You’re a quick learner. Some people never make it past that part. I’m kidding; most people know how to relax. You must first be relaxed, and from there…” Abbot Monpo began swaying left and right. At first it looked as if he were dancing, but then Danzen noticed a subtle change in the air around him, as if it had electrified. “You see?” the Abbot asked, a light behind his eyes now. “Do you see now?” 
 
    “So I just keep twisting?” 
 
    Abbot Monpo and Kudzu laughed. “This is just what works for me. You will find what works for you. Some bend it by pretending to push an imaginary force. Eventually, this force becomes not-so-imaginary any longer. I’ll show you a few more things, and then you can practice it on your own.” 
 
    “And this is the only way to increase my subranking?” 
 
    “This and visiting shrines or going to extreme measures, like physically consuming a remnant, which I would advise against. Your echo naturally increases its power over time, which is why you were ranked at the Golden level. One thing you should know is your deeds, whether good or bad, have nothing to do with your ability to bend your echo. Some get caught up in this thinking pattern and they are wrong. Your echo has no conception of the deeds you’ve done to bend it. It only wants to be bent.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was late into the afternoon when Danzen Ravja and Kudzu left the shrine, the vines unfurling before them and curling back into place behind them as they came to the rope bridge. 
 
    “A storm is coming,” said Kudzu, her gray eyes scanning the onyx clouds above. “Quickly, I should add.” 
 
    As if she was a sorceress, the sky opened up, the rain coming down so hard and fast that Danzen thought the bridge may collapse. He reached the other side completely drenched, Kudzu racing ahead, his focus shifting from what he had just learned about bending his echo to following the white fox back to his monastery.  
 
    Danzen knew to trust her keen sense of direction, that no matter how bad the rainstorm became, Kudzu would shepherd him toward shelter. Even now, Danzen no longer able to see more than a few feet in front of him, water dripping from his hood, his dark-purple robes completely saturated, Kudzu was still visible. She was a beacon for him to follow. 
 
    Thunder rolled above, lightning cackling, the former assassin recalling the sugawara, and how this was the ideal environment for them to appear. But that wouldn’t happen this time; he had put an end to their randomized attack, Danzen once again doing what he did best. 
 
    Piety had nothing to do with bending one’s echo, his past deeds having no effect on his future progression. For this, he was incredibly lucky; had bending his echo been in any way tied to his transgressions and livelihood for so long, Danzen would be without hope. 
 
    But as it stood, there was a chance for progress.  
 
    And even if he was a Golden Adept for now, he would practice the routine that Abbot Monpo had shown him. He would progress, and once he did, perhaps he would finally get control over something that had plagued him for most of his life. 
 
    His demons. 
 
    Danzen remembered their second appearance in his youth. Before the age of seven, any nicks, scrapes, or cuts didn’t produce adverse effects. But that changed, and after their first appearance, he tried to be more careful, which turned out to be difficult for a seven-year-old.  
 
    He had been racing up the steps to the Brotherhood along with his peers when Danzen slipped, his chin cracking against one of the stone steps.  
 
    Portals opened up all around him, many of the students, including Soko, shrieking as hellspawns began to crawl out, gnashing their teeth, their sharpened bones tearing from their skin and forming razored ridges along their bodies.  
 
    His teacher at the time, a man known as Thane, grunted as he launched into action. Thane hadn’t lasted as an instructor at the Diyu Brotherhood for long. Born outside of Odval, the towering man had grown up in the mountains, and had embraced a legend that was either true or entirely exaggerated that he had been raised by a pack of wolves. 
 
    Danzen saw that day just how predatory Thane could be as the teacher lunged himself at them, dropping to all fours as he tore into Danzen’s hellspawns. Thane, who wore iron gauntlets with two retractable blades over his knuckles, handled all of the demons in the time it took for Danzen to get to his feet, his fear replaced by embarrassment once the other students turned to him, all of them gawking at him. 
 
    “Leave…” Danzen swallowed the words and bowed his head, something else coming to him in that moment on the steps, a rumbling in his throat that he’d never felt before. “Leave me alone.” 
 
    And with those words, his peers’ expressions all went blank, their eyes glazing over as Thane approached him.  
 
    “What did you do?” his teacher asked, astonished. 
 
    “My blood… my demons.” 
 
    “No, not that,” said Thane, whose robes were now drenched in blackened ichor, the twin blades on each of his gauntlets slowly retracting. “What did you do to them? Your classmates?” 
 
    “I told them to leave me alone.” 
 
    Danzen turned to his teacher, whose face was so covered in scars that it was hard for him to grow a beard. Thane had eyes spread far apart, almost lizard-like, his nose wide from being broken so many times.  
 
    “So another power makes itself known,” Thane finally said. 
 
    “Another power?” 
 
    “Demon Speak,” said his teacher. He swept his hands over the bodies of Danzen’s hellspawns. “It seems like it would be a much more useful skill than conjuring these monsters. What do you think?” 
 
    Danzen nodded, a question coming to him. “Why did you call it Demon Speak?” 
 
    “Because Sunyata has fallen, my boy, and any power like that surely must have come from hell itself. Can you try it again? Tell your peers to run up the stairs,” Thane said, a wicked smile taking shape on his face. “Only a fool would want to run the stairs of the Brotherhood.” 
 
    “Run up the stairs,” Danzen said, turning to his peers. 
 
    “What?” Soko asked, her head tilting as she looked at him. It seemed as if whatever trance Danzen had put them in still had some effect, none of them seeming fazed by the demonic corpses scattered across the stairs. 
 
    “Again,” Thane said, “but mean it this time, call upon whatever power you summoned before, and be sure to tell your classmates to forget what they’ve seen.” His teacher swept his hand over the fallen demon bodies. “Do it, Danzen.” 
 
    Danzen clenched his eyes shut for a moment and felt that familiar rumble in his throat. “Run up the stairs,” he said to his peers. “Do not remember this day.” 
 
    Rather than say anything, his classmates all turned away from him and began jogging up the stairs, toward the Brotherhood. 
 
    “Good,” Thane said. “Practice this power in secret. Do not let others at the Brotherhood know you are able to do this.” 
 
    “Why didn’t it work on you?” Danzen asked, his eyes tracing over the scars on the man’s face. 
 
    Thane shrugged. “I appear to be beyond its influence, which is why you shouldn’t rely on it entirely. You are a very strange child, Danzen, different from the others. I hope that you don’t waste this talent. For now, let’s also keep your little demon problem a secret as well.” 
 
    As Danzen continued to run after Kudzu, the rain beating down on them, he wondered what had happened to the instructor known as Thane. From what he could recall, the man left the Brotherhood a few years after that. Some said he had been banished for some transgression that Danzen hadn’t understood at the time.  
 
    Perhaps Thane was still out there, once again living with the wolves. 
 
    Danzen’s foot slipped on a wet rock, the former assassin falling backward.  
 
    He slid down a steep incline, and it was only once he reached the ground below that he sprung back up to the ledge, Danzen once again calling upon his superhuman strength and speed.  
 
    Kudzu, who had stopped to make sure he was all right, was blindsided by a mudslide, the white fox quickly buried in rocks and dirt.  
 
    He caught a glimpse of her white tail as she went down, Danzen springing into action. The former assassin dove into the mudslide as if it were a waterfall, not at all concerned for his own safety, only focused on rescuing Kudzu. 
 
    The world blackened around him as he was overtaken by the mud, Danzen bursting out of the mucky debris.  
 
    Everything was a shade of black or brown now, Danzen looking frantically for any sign of the fox. He caught what looked like the back of her head and called upon his power to send himself forward, more rocks and mud tumbling down from a cliffside. 
 
    He reached Kudzu and began dragging her to safety, the fox limp in his arms.  
 
    The mud swelled over Danzen’s head, trying to overpower him once again. But this wasn’t how Danzen was going to die—he knew that as soon as he dove into the mud to save Kudzu.  
 
    So he pushed on, reaching the natural end of the calamity, the rain quickly washing some of the mud away on his face as he came to a ledge above what had soon become a landslide. 
 
    “Kudzu?” Danzen asked.  
 
    And when she didn’t respond, he pressed his ear against the side of her body, listening for a heartbeat. He heard it; the white fox was still alive.  
 
    The confirmation had a way of grounding Danzen for a moment, allowing him to catch his breath and move on. He had carried her before, and once he found a solid path, he’d be able to continue on even in the rain. 
 
    It became a waiting game at that point, Danzen perched on the ledge, the rain eventually letting up and leaving in its wake a thick mist. 
 
    “Pilgrim?” Kudzu asked, the white fox coming awake in his arms. 
 
    “Mudslide.” 
 
    “I… I remember,” she said as he set her down. Mud still raced below them like a gushing river, the sound of stone scraping against stone echoing through the chasm.  
 
    Danzen pointed at where he planned to go next, Kudzu nodding in agreement. “And you’ll carry me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He scooped Kudzu into his arms, and after confirming where he planned to go next, Danzen launched into the air. He landed on a flat surface above the lurching mudslide below. He set Kudzu down and they continued on for a moment until they came to a point where they’d need to rely on Danzen’s superhuman power to push on. 
 
    They reached a cliff and walked along a narrow pathway, thunder sounding off above them, accompanied by flashes of rain.  
 
    “Monsoon season is in full swing,” Kudzu said, “and it has come early this year.” 
 
    “I can see that.” 
 
    “But at least we were able to visit the shrine today.” The white fox paused and sat on her haunches for a moment, the rain starting to pick up again. “I believe… yes. This way will be faster. Do you think you can make it to that ledge?” 
 
    Danzen followed her muddy snout, his hand over his brow to prevent the rain from getting in his eyes. “I believe so, yes.” 
 
    “Good. Care to give me another lift? It shouldn’t be much longer until we reach the monastery.”

  

 
   
    Part Five 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The rain came in sweeping waves, lashing against the rooftop of the monastery, cutting into the soil and forming thick tributaries as it ran down the hill. It was accompanied by thunder and bursts of lightning that were bright enough to seemingly ignite the landscape.  
 
    Danzen initially felt safe inside the monastery. Kudzu was with him and Yama had joined them for once, the stone lion dog not a fan of the intense thunderstorm. Yama rested on the ground, his paws over his head, moving around uncomfortably from time to time when the thunder was particularly loud.  
 
    His behavior would have been a bit comical had it not been for a sudden cracking sound in the ceiling above, water instantly gushing into the main room of the monastery. The saturated soil around the outer walls started to cause seepage, the water growing deeper by the second. 
 
    “Open the door!” Kudzu called to him. Danzen shouldered through the front door, which let some of the water out.  
 
    An idea came to him as more water spread through the monastery.  
 
    “Take Yama to my bedroom,” Danzen told Kudzu as he went for his Blade of Darkness.  
 
    Kudzu first tried to instruct Yama to follow her. When he didn’t, she nipped at his feet, glaring as she did so. “Don’t judge me!” she told Danzen as Yama finally understood what she was hinting at.  
 
    The lion dog followed her to the back room, and Danzen returned his focus to the water that continued to fill the main space of the monastery.  
 
    He brought his Blade of Darkness over his shoulder, careful not to nick the faded frescos on the ceiling, and began sweeping the water out of his monastery. It worked to some degree, the tangible shadows he was able to conjure pushing the water toward the front. 
 
    Eventually, Danzen found a rhythm to what he would be doing for the rest of the night. 
 
    It would be several hours before the rain finally let up, Danzen’s muscles tired from the repeated motions, but much less tired than they should have been.  
 
    He continued having to sweep the rain even after it stopped. He eventually fell asleep while standing, the former assassin leaning forward with his arm against the wall. 
 
    Kudzu came into the main room of the monastery just as the sun started to rise the next morning, casting orange and pink light into the monastery, the wet surfaces slick and glistening.  
 
    “How is Yama?” Danzen asked, his thoughts immediately skipping to his stone lion dog.  
 
    “Fine. Did you sleep standing up?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Danzen headed to the back entrance of the monastery and stepped out into the mud, where he found his fire chicken in her coop. The coop had been built off the ground, the structure not at all disturbed by the torrential downpour.  
 
    As it often did, his presence startled her. Basan clucked in a thunderous way, letting out a burst of fire that had no real effect.  
 
    “Yama is fine,” Kudzu said as she joined Danzen, the white fox hopping to a patch of grass that hadn’t been ripped apart by the rain. “Who knew he hated rain so much.” 
 
    “He didn’t seem to worry about it in the past.” 
 
    “It could have been the intensity. Your roof is partially ruined, by the way.” 
 
    “I saw that,” Danzen said with a hint of disdain. “I’ll have to go to town this morning and see if Khamdo is available. I don’t know when the next rainstorm is coming, but it will need to be fixed before then.” 
 
    “He may have his hands full. Then again, the weather is usually more intense outside of the village.” Kudzu sniffed the air. “The air smells fresher now, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “It smells like mud.” Danzen surveyed his property and noticed that the rain had done some serious damage to the landscape, tearing up much of the soil and overturning rocks. 
 
    Something caught his attention. 
 
    He turned in the opposite direction of the outhouse, Kudzu doing her best not to get her paws muddy as she walked alongside him.  
 
    “Is that…?” Kudzu tilted her head to the left as she spotted what had caught Danzen’s eye. 
 
    The rain had uncovered a carved stone object, and as Danzen approached it, it became undeniably clear as to what it was. 
 
    Danzen was looking at the head of the other lion dog statue, Yama’s mate. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Yama joined Danzen and Kudzu, the stone lion dog examining the head.  
 
    “We should clean it off,” said Kudzu. 
 
    Quiet as ever, Danzen retrieved the pail he used to fetch water in the morning. Once it was full, he returned to Kudzu and started cleaning the mud off the severed stone head. It wasn’t long before the head was clean, Danzen noticing that the female lion dog looked almost exactly like Yama aside from her eyes, which were closer together and her teeth, which were smaller. 
 
    “I have a feeling we aren’t going to be able to just stick it back on the body.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    Kudzu’s brow furrowed. “I hate to say this, but this really sounds like something Jelmay would know more about. He’d probably say we should go to Usagi.” 
 
    “Then let’s go to Usagi,” Danzen said, recalling the slightly cantankerous jade rabbit.  
 
    “Before we do anything like that, we need to deal with the roof and the water still inside the monastery.” 
 
    “I… forgot about that.” 
 
    “You seem like you need some rest.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Danzen said as he lifted the lion dog’s head, and held it under his arm. 
 
    “You can’t keep living like this forever,” Kudzu told him.  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Aside from the part of your life that sees you occasionally hunting or being hunted—I realize you have little to no control over that—I’m talking about getting rest and proper nutrition.” 
 
    Danzen smiled, appreciating her concern. 
 
    “I’m serious, Pilgrim. If you are interested in bending your echo; you need proper rest to really amplify the effects.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind.” Danzen entered the backdoor of the monastery and turned to the kitchen, where he placed the head on the counter top. The last thing he was expecting was to hear a familiar voice call out to him. Danzen peeked his head out of the kitchen to see Khamdo at the front door, Temur with him. 
 
    “By the fall of Sunyata, this place looks terrible,” Temur said, waving his hand in front of his face. 
 
    “I told you,” said Khamdo. “I told you it would be bad.” 
 
    Danzen walked through the main space of the monastery, noticing the floor was still wet, the ceiling dripping. Kudzu had run off, not wanting to deal with the humans; for his part, Yama had already greeted the two of them, the lion dog now on his perch out front.  
 
    “The storm was pretty bad last night,” Danzen said, motioning toward the ceiling. 
 
    “It’s my fault,” Khamdo told him, the carpenter biting his lip as he took in the damage. “I was planning to do a bit more work on the roof before monsoon season started, but as you know, things have been a little hard for me lately.” He handed Danzen a sack of meat pies. “From Sarnai. We will get that roof repaired, don’t you worry.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do this.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I know; I’m sure you’ll get me back some day, maybe the next time I lose my soul.” 
 
    Temur shook his head at this comment. “You shouldn’t say things like that; it could bring bad luck.” 
 
    Khamdo offered his counterpart a bitter laugh. “I almost turned into a snake, or whatever the hell that thing was called; I’m pretty sure my luck can only get better from here. We have supplies to patch up the roof, and Temur and I know of a way to hopefully protect the place when the next rainstorm starts up. It should take us about two days to get it all set up.” 
 
    “What can I do to help?” Danzen asked as he attempted to suppress a yawn. He truly hadn’t gotten much sleep last night and was feeling it for some reason. 
 
    “Nothing. This is sort of our specialty.” 
 
    “I will figure out a way to pay you then. I do not have any kip on me now, but I will soon,” Danzen said, thinking of what he could sell to Selden in Chutham. He still had the sugawara helmet; it was bound to be worth something. 
 
    “I’m sure you will,” Khamdo said, a sentiment which wasn’t quite shared by Temur, who cleared his throat and turned away from them. 
 
    “There’s something I need to do. Let me show you.” Danzen led Khamdo toward the kitchen. He set the meat pies down for a moment and retrieved the female lion dog’s head. 
 
    “You found the other half?” 
 
    “The rain washed it up.” 
 
    Khamdo took the severed stone head from him and carefully ran his hand along the bottom portion of the piece. “We could probably cement it on there. It won’t look perfect, but it will work.” 
 
    “I think there’s more to it than that,” Danzen said.  
 
    “You’re probably right; it’s an actual yokai, at least Yama is.” 
 
    “I believe this one is as well. I need to make a trip to Asura Forest; there’s someone there who will know what to do.” 
 
    Khamdo smirked. “Is this someone about the size of a rabbit?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Say no more,” he said, handing the stone head back to Danzen. “Do what you need to do; we’ll just leave this in here, and I won’t bother Temur with it.” 
 
    “I will be able to pay you soon.” 
 
    “I’m not worried about that, Pilgrim. Right now, I’m worried about getting what’s left of the water out of the monastery and getting that roof fixed. I’ve got a way to prevent water from seeping into the place too. It won’t be very hard to build a dike around either side. This should have been done years ago. I’ll try to preserve as many of the frescoes as I can, but that may be difficult.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Anything else causing you trouble around here?” 
 
    Danzen was just about to shake his head when a thought came to him. “I don’t know how easy it would be, but a window in the bedroom would be nice. The heat can get quite strong in here.” 
 
    “There’s really no air circulation either, so that can’t help.” Khamdo turned to Danzen’s bedroom, his bedding and the shelf with his things on it spared from the worst of the flooding. The carpenter stepped over to the stone wall and knocked his hand against it. He then traced his fingers along the crudely placed brick, looked to the ceiling, and noted something with a nod. 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “It’s doable,” Khamdo said. “Sure, I’ll get it done. I’ll need money for the window though; that will have to be purchased either in Chutham or Tudan. Sometimes they have them in the First District, but they’re usually twice the price.” 
 
    “If you give me the details, next time I go to either of those places, I’ll try to grab one. It would be very helpful.” 
 
    “What are you offering to build now?” Temur asked as he entered the monastery, supplies tucked under his arm. He’d already laid out a canvas pad outside for them to place things on.  
 
    “Renovations,” Khamdo said with a grin. “We’re going to make this place sparkle.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen Ravja headed down the hill and found Kudzu near Jelmay’s home, the white fox seated on her haunches. He finished eating one of Sarnai’s meat pies on his way down, and handed the second one to the fox. 
 
    “Don’t mind if I do,” she said as she wolfed it down. “And what about your place? Is everything squared away?”  
 
    “Yes, I briefly explained to Khamdo what I’m going to do and they’re going to start repairs immediately.” Danzen had his satchel with him now, his field diary inside, his three blades with him as always. 
 
    “That’s kind of them.” 
 
    “I need to pay them.” 
 
    “Jelmay will pay them.” Kudzu turned away, Danzen joining her. “I suppose you may not like that arrangement, but I wouldn’t let it bother me, if I were you. Jelmay seems to have more money than he knows what to do with,” said the white fox. “At least he shares it freely with us. Strangely enough, he doesn’t seem to have the same good disposition to people he’s scammed in the past,” she said, referring to the militiaman’s father whom they had encountered in Tudan. 
 
    “And he didn’t say anything about when he would return?” 
 
    “He just said he had affairs he needed to handle. It has been nice and quiet without him around; let’s hope he takes his time returning to the Valley. And hopefully, not having him around will make our conversation with Usagi a bit more manageable.” 
 
    Kudzu picked up her pace.  
 
    The two were silent from that point forward, Danzen able to flex his muscles and move at his top speed as they moved through the forest.  
 
    Kudzu led the way, a shimmer of light radiating off her white coat. As he picked up his pace, Danzen noticed that he was experiencing less fatigue than he should have from being up most of the night. He was thankful for this, thankful for the stamina that came with being half-demon. 
 
    But part of him knew that Kudzu was right; he really needed to take better care of himself. 
 
    Even now, as he bolted through the Asura Forest, he felt a hint of ennui, his movements just a bit slower than they should have been, which was something Danzen hadn’t really paid attention to before. It was almost as if Kudzu’s comments had unlocked a part of him he had been ignoring. 
 
    Maybe he really did need to take better care of himself. 
 
    Danzen slowed, and even though he didn’t feel the urge to, he caught his breath. 
 
    “Is everything fine?” Kudzu asked him. 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “We can rest at Kikikaki’s home tonight,” she said, her tone indicating to him that she had intuited how he was feeling. “And we’re not going to take Jelmay’s shortcut by the Dark Springs. Let’s play it safe; I don’t ever want to see a furuutsubo again if I can help it.” 
 
    It was another several hours before they came to a location Danzen was increasingly starting to recognize, the foliage above casting shadows on the mucky forest floor. The start of the yokai village of Osul was notable in the large rocks that were stacked at its entrance, crevices carved in them, even some petroglyphs visible when the sun hit the surface of the stones at the right angle.  
 
    It was also, as it had been every time Danzen visited, quiet to a degree that it felt as if they would be ambushed. Kudzu led the former assassin up a path cut into the rocks, where they came to Usagi’s home, a small plant next to the entrance of his hovel. 
 
    “Usagi,” Kudzu said. “I know you’re in there; I can smell you.” 
 
    “Smell me?” a voice came from the hole. The jade rabbit hopped out, an annoyed look on his face, his whiskers twitching. “Jelmay better not be hiding somewhere…” 
 
    “It’s just us,” Kudzu assured him. 
 
    Usagi looked from Danzen to the white fox. His brow furrowed, jaw moving left and right as if he were chewing on something. “What do you want?” he finally asked. 
 
    “Are you familiar with kona inu?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “Am I familiar… of course I’m familiar!” he shouted, suddenly annoyed. “You come all the way here to ask me if I know what a kona inu is? No wonder you need Jelmay around; he keeps the two of you grounded.” 
 
    “Watch it,” Kudzu told him, baring her teeth.  
 
    “And now you threaten me? Is there something else you wanted, or can I go back inside my home now?” 
 
    “There are two stone lion dogs at my monastery,” Danzen said, hoping to smooth the situation over. “One was missing a head; the rain revealed the head and we want to know how to put it back on the body.” 
 
    “You are asking me to repair your headless lion dog?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “And you came all the way here to do that? To ask me?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Where’s Jelmay?” 
 
    “I left him in Tudan; he wanted to gamble,” Kudzu told the jade rabbit. “That was days ago.” 
 
    “Pfft. The fool. He’s going to get himself caught up in something again and the two of you will be forced to rescue him. I guarantee it.” 
 
    “Let’s hope not,” Danzen said. 
 
    “Hope and facts rarely intertwine, Pilgrim.” 
 
    “Can you help us or not?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “Well, when you come at me with that tone, it makes it very hard for me to want to have anything to do with you. And to answer your question: of course I know how to graft the head of a stone lion dog back onto its body, thus reanimating the creature. It’s not that complicated.” 
 
    “Then you will help us?” asked Danzen. 
 
    “Sure, I’ll help you,” said the jade rabbit, a grin stretching across his face and revealing his two front teeth. “If you help me.” 
 
    “We’re prepared to do that,” the former assassin said calmly. He’d figured on the way over here that Usagi wouldn’t help them without some sort of trade off. 
 
    “Good. In that case, when Jelmay returns, I want you to kill him.” 
 
    “You know we can’t do that,” Kudzu said with a groan. 
 
    “I know, but it was worth a shot. I have another little task you can do for me. I don’t work for free; if you hadn’t figured that out already, you should know it now.” 
 
    “What do you want us to do?” asked Danzen. 
 
    “Well, the good news is: I’m not asking you to kill anyone this time. Also, I should say, the hihi horns were very well received; thank you for retrieving those last time. Luckily for the villagers, the hihis that are left in the forest have decided against terrorizing Osul, which means we won’t need to thin their numbers anytime soon. But I digress. I do indeed have a task for you, one that shouldn’t prove to be too difficult.” 
 
    “Tell us what you’d like us to do,” Kudzu said, ready to be done with the conversation. 
 
    “Just moments ago, I said that I wasn’t asking you to kill anyone and this is true, I’m not. But you may have to anyway, just so you are aware. A decade ago, a hasamidachi named Monobake promised me the shears that grow on their heads. Ever encountered a hasamidachi before?” He continued before either of them could answer: “Instead of horns, a pair of shears grow out of their foreheads, which they shed every decade or so. Anyway, a decade is up, and Monobake has failed to deliver on the shears he owes me.” 
 
    “You want us to go after another pair of horns?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “Shears, they are shears. Would you be annoyed if someone called you a white dog? Yes? Why? Because you are a white fox? Yes? The words we use matter; these are not horns, and you will offend my old friend Monobake by even suggesting such a thing. What I want you to do is simple: check on Monobake and get my shears. If he doesn’t have them, he’ll certainly have a fresh pair on his forehead, which you can retrieve in any way you see fit. Do that, and I’ll fix your lion dog.” 
 
    “And where is this hasamidachi?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “Monobake is in the direction of Chutham. You’ll follow the river, to its headwaters, then you’ll head north from there. There are several that live in the area, but you are looking for the one named Monobake. Of course, if you can’t find him, any shears of a hasamidachi will do,” Usagi said with a chuckle. “How will I know if they are his or not? Good luck, and don’t bother me again until you have the shears.”  
 
    The jade rabbit turned, used his back legs to kick up a small cloud of dust, and slipped into his hovel.  
 
    “He’s just as bad as Jelmay,” Danzen said under his breath. 
 
    “Usagi seems like more of an extension of Jelmay, if anything.” 
 
    “I can hear you,” the jade rabbit called from his home. “Shears, or your dimwitted lion dog remains headless!” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen and Kudzu approached Kikikaki’s home, the hajikkaki’s place situated in the trunk of an enormous tree. The yokai, who was about the size of a badger and with white fur, greeted the two of them, a big smile taking shape on her face. 
 
    “To what do I owe the pleasure?” she asked, her son peeking around her, grimacing, and heading back inside. 
 
    “We came to meet with Usagi, and now he has something he’d like us to handle in exchange,” the white fox explained. 
 
    Kikikaki rolled her eyes. “That truly is like him, you know. Nothing comes free with that rabbit; I’m amazed he’s been able to do so much with his echo considering his overall demeanor.” 
 
    Danzen recalled Abbot Monpo saying that one’s actions had no effect on the bending of the echo, the cultivation system not aligned with a person’s choices and overall demeanor.  
 
    He didn’t correct her. 
 
    “Usagi doesn’t have a great personality, but he seems to know what he’s doing. Once we get the shears from a hasamidachi named Monobake, he will come with us back to Pilgrim’s monastery,” Kudzu explained. “Monobake promised Usagi the shears that grow from his head and hasn’t delivered, which is where we come in.” 
 
    “And you’re fine with this?” Kikikaki asked Danzen, the former assassin simply offering her his trademark nod. “I’ve met several hasamidachi before,” she told them. “They are genuinely good yokai; there may be another reason as to why this Monobake hasn’t handed over his shears yet.” 
 
    “We will soon find out,” Kudzu said. “If it isn’t too troublesome, I was going to ask if we could stay at your place for the night. The monastery was flooded last night and neither of us got a lot of sleep.” 
 
    “Why, of course you can stay here,” said Kikikaki. “You didn’t happen to bring any fish, did you?” 
 
    “No, but we could get some,” Kudzu offered. “Normally, we’d head out of town, but I think it’d be best for us to start first thing tomorrow. What do you think, Pilgrim?” 
 
    Danzen could tell by the tone of her voice that this wasn’t up for discussion. “Let’s go get some fish.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Kikikaki said, her furry white body shaking with delight. “There’s a stream not too far away from here, you know which one, Kudzu,” she said, pointing to the east. “Follow it until you come to a waterfall. That’s where the best fish are.” 
 
    Kudzu led the way, Danzen simply falling in line behind her.  
 
    As he watched the white fox head back into the forest, he once again thought of how much his life had changed over the last two years. He recalled his final contract: Palmo Mipham dragging his body across his courtyard, rivulets of blood trailing him; Norwin Dawa with his animated bindings and juvenile mockery, how the assassin had left once things got too out of hand; Sumi. 
 
    Hearing that she had put a contract out for him wasn’t surprising; this was the way of the world, and it was one reason why the Diyu Brotherhood had so many repeat customers. He’d hoped in giving the girl her father’s Sunyata talisman that she would do something useful with the power.  
 
    What a fool he had been.  
 
    The apple clearly hadn’t fallen far from the tree, and who could blame the teenage girl anyway. 
 
    From Sumi’s perspective, she had come out to the courtyard to see two assassins fighting over who would kill her father. It was Danzen who had killed him in the end, but not before portal upon portal opened in the ground, a dark mist spreading through the courtyard, Danzen’s demons summoned.  
 
    One of his hellspawns had even tried to pull Sumi into one of the portals, Danzen intervening at the last moment and whisking her to safety. It was no wonder she wanted him dead. 
 
    But who would she send? Who would take the contract? 
 
    Danzen had tried so hard to blot out his former life that he hadn’t a clue of who was still active. Beyond that, who would decide to take the contract on a man who had already killed four assassins plus a teacher at the Brotherhood? 
 
    If they, whoever they were, knew what was good for them, they would stay as far away from Genshin Valley as humanly possible.  
 
    “I can hear the waterfall,” said Kudzu, Danzen’s thoughts filtering away.  
 
    He took in their surroundings once again, the former assassin glad they weren’t in a setting where there could have been an ambush. 
 
    He truly had been lost in his thoughts. 
 
    The white fox skipped ahead, Danzen soon catching up with her. She came to a waterfall and gazed out over it, the pool at the bottom about ten feet below their current location. Without a word, Danzen made his way around the waterfall, moving from stone to stone, where he eventually found a perch over the pool of clear blue water. 
 
    He retrieved his famed blade, feeling its power radiating from its tip to its grip.  
 
    Danzen saw the glint of a large fish beneath the water and soon he was holding it, Astra pressed through the fish’s body. 
 
    “That’s a big fish; Kikikaki will like it,” Kudzu said as Danzen handed her the fish, which she took in her mouth and walked over to the shore. 
 
    He waited again, noticing just a hint of silver beneath the water. A fish hopped out to catch a flying insect, and as it did, its body was pierced by Danzen’s boomerang blade, which quickly returned to his hand. 
 
    “Keep it up,” Kudzu said before taking the second fish from him. 
 
    Danzen waited yet again, and just as the white fox rejoined him on the rock, he threw his blade into the water and retrieved the largest fish yet, this one easily a ten-pounder. 
 
    “Delicious,” Kudzu said as he removed it from the blade and handed it to her.  
 
    Once he’d caught two more, he located a shrub with stringy bark and cut a strip off using Nomin’s sword. He did this again, twining the bark together into a makeshift string. After looping the bark through the fishes’ gills, he stepped aside, allowing Kudzu to lead him back to Osul.  
 
    As it had been before, the village of Osul seemed suspiciously empty once they arrived, Danzen wondering if they would ever lighten up to him. They passed under an archway made of vines, Kudzu navigating the labyrinth of trees to Kikikaki’s particular trunk.  
 
    Danzen opened the door for the white fox, Kikikaki calling up to them. Crouching as he entered the home, Danzen removed his weapons and found a seat, all the furniture located downstairs where he wasn’t able to go. 
 
    “Oh my,” Kikikaki said once she peeked her head out of the hole in her floor, her eyes tracing up and down the string of fish. Danzen handed them to her, and it wasn’t long before he was left alone, the former assassin feeling increasingly tired as he heard the two women chatting below. 
 
    Rather than drift off, Danzen got out his field diary, and began flipping through the pages, surprised to see that Abbot Mergen had jotted down some information on the hasamidachi.  
 
    Danzen had incorrectly assumed a creature with a pair of shears on its head would be too obscure for the abbot. 
 
    Hasamidachi are small yokai with bulging eyes and a pair of shears growing out of the center of their forehead, Danzen read. A thousand years before the fall of Sunyata, much of the space on the other side of the Sakai River in Tudan was dedicated to rice fields and small family farms, many of which were run by hasamidachi. Because of an unusually hot summer in the west, the city of Arsi was faced with a rare drought, which spoiled much of their grain production. The hasamidachi banded together, the men using magical bindings to flatten their horns on their foreheads and turn them into shears, which they then used to harvest faster than they had ever harvested before, much of the food supplies going to support the citizens of Arsi. 
 
    Danzen paused for a moment, wondering just how integrated yokai and human culture had been in the past.  
 
    Much of the information surrounding yokai was stuff of legend, but if this was true, and if things like what he had read had actually happened, could there have been a tipping point? Was there a point in time that saw the deterioration of human and yokai relations? Or was it something that just happened gradually as humans continued to grow their cities, the yokai naturally pressing deeper and deeper into the shadows? 
 
    Danzen turned to a blank page at the back, where he hoped to write what he knew about the furuutsubo, the animated quiver he had slain alongside Kudzu and Jelmay. He realized then that he didn’t have a quill, and rather than call down to Kikikaki below to ask for one, he simply closed the book and placed it back in his satchel. 
 
    The smell of food reached his nostrils just a few minutes later, the scent stirring his spirits, Danzen ready to eat and rest.  
 
    He also needed to work on his echo in the morning. He had failed to do any of the stretches the Abbot had taught him earlier, Danzen sidetracked in dealing with the monastery and then speaking with Khamdo and Temur. 
 
    If he truly wanted to benefit from the art, and if he actually wanted to move past the Golden Adept title, Danzen would need to really put some effort into it.  
 
    He would start tomorrow morning.

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Up before Kudzu, the white fox curled up with her fluffy tail in front of her body, Danzen Ravja headed outside, his appearance startling several yokai. 
 
    He had little time to acknowledge or try to figure out their classifications as the yokai quickly shut themselves into their homes, others moving toward the rocky entrance of the village of Osul.  
 
    Not at all opposed to being shunned, Danzen stood in front of Kikikaki’s home, loosening his arms for a moment as Abbot Monpo had taught him. He waited for a breeze to blow by, which carried blue flower petals with it. With a deep breath out, Danzen pushed his hands in front of him. 
 
    He kept his hands there, extended before him, waiting until he felt a hint of something inside his gut. It was so subtle that Danzen thought he may have been imagining it, but he went with it anyway, the former assassin imagining the power coming in from his hands and charging at his core. 
 
    He took a slow, calculated step back and brought one of his hands to his ribcage, now feeling a sensation at his palm. Danzen pushed this palm forward and brought the other one back, repeating this gesture two more times. 
 
    Abbot Monpo had said that he’d eventually find his own rhythm, his own style of bending his echo, but Danzen would need to do a basic routine until he was able to confidently latch onto his echo.  
 
    After several more of the gestures, Danzen couldn’t tell if he was simply imagining the power, or if it was something he was actually experiencing; until that time, he’d need to follow the gestures taught to him by the Abbot. 
 
    These included various leg positions that reminded Danzen of some of the sword stances he had learned in the past. It was easy enough to get into the stances and hold them firmly, but he still didn’t know if what he was doing was actually having an effect on anything. 
 
    Still, he persisted, Danzen practicing for thirty minutes by himself before Kudzu joined him. 
 
    “We should leave soon,” she said, her voice breaking the silence. It had been so quiet for a moment there that Danzen had started to feel as if he were simply part of the scenery, a fallen blue flower petal. 
 
    “Right,” Danzen said as he slowly lowered his hands.  
 
    He felt good, rejuvenated, but he couldn’t tell if it was from getting a proper night of rest or the time spent bending his echo. At least he thought that was what he had been doing; it was still too subtle of a sensation for him to truly know the authenticity of what he was experiencing. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he told her. 
 
    “Let’s go handle this, and we can finish the fish when we get back.” 
 
    “Just let me grab my things.” 
 
    Once Danzen had his satchel and his three blades, he followed the white fox out of the village. They came to the same stream they had visited yesterday, footprints along the shore indicating that others had been there. It was muggy out, and as they made their way down the path next to the waterfall, a soft rain picked up, the sky gray, everything slick. 
 
    “Do they do the Floating Lantern Festival back west?” Kudzu asked. “They always do it here at the end of monsoon season, generally two to three weeks before the rain completely stops. I always wondered why the humans didn’t wait till the end of monsoon season to celebrate its passing. The sky looks absolutely stunning when they release all the paper lanterns with the candles inside, though; it’s quite powerful.” 
 
    “There are some that believe the Floating Lantern Festival expedites the passing of the monsoon season,” Danzen explained. “And yes, it is something that they do in the west.” 
 
    Several birds swooped over their heads, one of them diving into the water and coming out with a small fish. 
 
    “It seems like everyone likes fish around here,” Kudzu said. 
 
    Danzen nodded, recalling the last time he had actively taken part in a Floating Lantern Festival, in a southern field outside the city of Arsi. The former assassin stopped dead in his tracks. 
 
    “What is it?” Kudzu asked, looking back at him, much of the fox’s fur beaded with droplets of water. 
 
    “I know where she is,” Danzen said. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Soko.” 
 
    Soko had always been fascinated by the Floating Lantern Festival, the female assassin actively taking part in it every year at the Diyu Brotherhood. She had even snuck out to Sainshand when the Brotherhood clamped down on celebrations. 
 
    In the later years that he had known her, her favorite place to view the festival was Arsi. She went out of her way to not take a contract or take a contract only in that area during monsoon season. 
 
    Soko would be there; he was certain of this. 
 
    “I have to head back to Arsi once we return,” Danzen said as he continued on, Kudzu quickly catching up with him. 
 
    “Why? I thought you were done with the west.” 
 
    “I wish that were the case. Soko will be there for the Floating Lantern Festival. I just know it.” 
 
    “Then…” Kudzu huffed. “I will join you. I still have the robes Jelmay bought for me, as well as the sword. You saw them in your room, right?” 
 
    “I did, and there is no reason for you to join me. This is something I have to handle on my own.” 
 
    “I don’t want…” Kudzu shook her head. “I don’t want something to happen to you. I was worried when you went after Nomin. You have allies, and besides, we could check on Jelmay along the way. Or better, grab him by the ear and bring him back here once we are done with Soko.” 
 
    “I need to handle this alone,” he told her. 
 
    “I’m not taking no for an answer this time,” Kudzu said as she came around and sat in front of him, blocking his path. “I’m coming with you.” 
 
    Danzen tried to move around her, and every time he did, Kudzu blocked him from progressing. 
 
    “I’m serious, Danzen,” Kudzu said. “You are not doing this alone.” 
 
    “You can join me on my trip, but when the time comes—”  
 
    “When the time comes, I will be there to fight alongside you.” 
 
    “That’s not how assassins operate,” Danzen said.  
 
    “You are no longer an assassin.” The white fox paused for a moment and lifted her snout into the air, her nostrils flaring open. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Someone has a fire going in a cave near here. Maybe it would be a good place to stop and ask about this hasamidachi. Hopefully, we will get lucky, and he will have simply forgotten to give his shears to Usagi.” 
 
    “Something tells me we should be prepared for anything,” said Danzen. 
 
    “You are likely right. I don’t know what it is about dealing with yokai, but there is always a chance of things turning sour. Be ready.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen and Kudzu approached the cave, the former assassin cautiously withdrawing his sword.  
 
    “Someone is definitely in there.” Kudzu crouched low to the ground as she went ahead, her lips curled a bit now, the white fox prepared to pounce. She looked back to Danzen, nodding him forward. 
 
    Danzen came around the other side of the entrance of the cave, Astra now drawn, Kudzu slowly moving in to announce herself. 
 
    “Hello?” she called out. “I am here on behalf of Usagi of the village of Osul, and I’m looking for someone named Monobake.” 
 
    “Usagi?” a gruff voice asked. There was some shuffling around the cave for a moment, which gave Kudzu time to step back, Danzen ready to engage as soon as he was given the signal.  
 
    He had no idea what the hasamidachi would look like, and was by no means surprised to see that the creature that stepped out of the cave had a pair of shears on its forehead. The yokai’s skin was salmon-colored and he had a beak, which was also a shade of pink. The creature was shirtless and wearing a loincloth, three toes on each of his feet, the hasamidachi a couple heads shorter than Danzen. 
 
    “Yes, Usagi,” Kudzu said. It was then that the hasamidachi noticed Danzen standing with his blade drawn. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” he asked, stumbling backward, his eyes bulging with fear. 
 
    “I’ll ask once again: are you Monobake?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I am,” he said. 
 
    Danzen quickly returned Astra to its scabbard. 
 
    “We are here to collect your shears,” Kudzu told him. 
 
    The yokai slowly raised his hand to his head. “You mean to kill me?” 
 
    “No,” Danzen told him. “Usagi said that your shears are shed every ten years or so, and that you should have a pair that you have saved for him.” 
 
    “Of course,” Monobake said. “Please, come in. I’ll explain everything.” 
 
    He motioned for them to follow him into the cave. Monobake gestured toward a pair of pillows on the ground which weren’t far from a small fire, a cutting board and a pot next to it, which led Danzen to believe that the hasamidachi had been preparing breakfast. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” said Danzen. 
 
    “What are you cooking?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “I boiled some meat last night from a deer that I killed. I was going to warm it up. It’s always better the next day, the meat drips right off the bones with the recipe that I use. A cave is not exactly a great place to live, so I have to keep myself happy with food, and to do that I need good recipes.”  
 
    Monobake glanced up to the ceiling, which had been blackened from years of burning wood inside the closed confines of the cave. Danzen noticed scribble marks in the ash, script the former assassin wasn’t familiar with.  
 
    “I would love to have some,” Kudzu told him. “But if you are trying to trick us or change the subject in some way, it will not work. We are not leaving here without these shears,” she said, once again glancing to the centerpiece on his forehead. 
 
    “You can’t have these ones,” Monobake told her. “If you took them, I would die.” 
 
    “Then what happened to the shears that you shed?” Kudzu asked. Monobake placed the pot of boiling water over the stove and added a few wild onions to the water. 
 
    Danzen was still prepared to draw his blade. He saw that there was a knife on the cutting board, and the fire itself or the hot water could prove to be an obstacle. 
 
    “I was attacked,” Monobake explained. “And I no longer have the shears.” 
 
    “For some reason, I don’t think that Usagi is going to believe us if we tell him that.” 
 
    “To Diyu with Usagi,” the yokai said bitterly. “I can’t believe he has the gall to send someone to collect, after all these years…” 
 
    “What happened between you two?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “It’s a long story, and it involves scamming some of the villagers in Chutham. We actually pulled off the scam,” Monobake said, a smile lifting his beak, “and were able to get ourselves enough livestock to get us through the winter. But afterwards, we started drinking, and some bets were made, and one of those bets involved my shears. I’ll admit,” he grimaced as he added the meat to the water, “Usagi won them fair and square, but we were both drunk, and I didn’t think it was something that he would remember, especially ten years later, especially after the falling out we had.” 
 
    “You don’t happen to know someone known as Jelmay, do you?” the fox asked carefully. 
 
    A fire flared up behind the hasamidachi’s eyes. “Don’t you… don’t you dare say his name in my presence! While we were drunk and placing bets, Jelmay was stealing the livestock we had stolen for himself, which he sold that very night, and then he disappeared to the west where he spent the winter at a sauna that doubled as a pleasure house. Curse him!” 
 
    Kudzu started to laugh. 
 
    “Why do you laugh at my misfortunes?” the yokai asked, pain in his eyes. 
 
    “We are quite familiar with Jelmay, and…” Kudzu licked her lips. “He can be a handful.” 
 
    “A handful? Not only did he steal all the food that we had stolen, but he got to spend the winter in relative warmth and in the arms of various pillowers. And that’s not all: the village was depending on the food that we were supposed to bring back, which led to us having to figure out another way to get some livestock from Chutham. It might not sound so bad now, but we had worked on that scheme for well over a month, tracking the family, preparing a distraction. All of it was all for nothing! We had to start over.” 
 
    “And you lost your shears?” Danzen said, which made Kudzu laugh even harder. 
 
    “I do not see what is so funny about this!” 
 
    “There’s nothing funny, it’s just that we have learned to, um, not trust Jelmay,” Kudzu said, but the tone of her voice told Danzen something different. They both more or less trusted Jelmay, and something in her tone made Danzen think that she was starting to question this decision. 
 
    “You and me both,” Monobake said as he stirred the pot. “Never trust a bakeneko, especially that bakeneko.” 
 
    “Where are the shears now?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “They were stolen from me by a damn orochi.” 
 
    Kudzu gasped. “You aren’t serious.” 
 
    “Why would I lie about that? The river isn’t too far from here, and if you continue up it, you’ll come to a lake. I was there camping out along the shore after a long day of fishing when the orochi attacked.” 
 
    “And what is an orochi?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “You know, I haven’t said anything about a human such as yourself being so deep in the woods, and I guess that warrants a comment now: humans don’t usually come this far in. I hope you are prepared to face whatever it is you’re going to have to face, then again, judging by the weapons you are carrying and something about your overall demeanor…” Monobake trailed off. “I digress. An orochi is a gigantic serpent large enough that trees can grow from its back. It has eight heads with bright-red eyes, a red belly, and eight tails as well. According to legend, they used to be the distance of eight valleys, but this one is considerably small compared to that insane measurement. But hey, it’s large enough to pretty much rule over the lake to the north.” 
 
    “And this creature has the shears?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “Orochi, it’s called an orochi, and yes, it has the shears I shed. They are known to keep a little stash of items that they find, which it has conveniently placed on a small island in the center of the lake. I wouldn’t say it’s all my fault, but I should have known better than to take a snooze along the shoreline there. That… was a mistake.” 
 
    Kudzu shook her head. “I was hoping that we weren’t going to need to journey to the lake. That orochi has been there for years. You should have known about it.” 
 
    “I did know about it,” he told her as his soup started boiling. “But there are really good fish in that lake.” 
 
    “Everyone knows that, but no one goes there to get the fish because of the orochi,” Kudzu scolded him. 
 
    “Have you ever had any of those fish?” he asked. “They are worth the risk,” he said before she could answer. “I’ve been able to fish there multiple times without disturbing the serpent. I didn’t disturb it this time, I just happened to fall asleep and it noticed me.” 
 
    “So you believe your shears are on an island in the center of this lake, correct?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “Definitely, they were reaching their maturity by the time the orochi came for me, and they fell off.” He brought his hands up to the shears that he was currently growing. “You should have seen them.” 
 
    “We will see them,” Kudzu told him. “We’re going to get these shears and bring them back to Usagi, and you are going to take us there.” 
 
    “Do you plan to kill the orochi?” Monobake asked, tilting his head as he looked from the white fox to the former assassin. 
 
    “Hopefully, it doesn’t come to that,” said Danzen. 
 
    Monobake shrugged. “Well, you two are officially crazy. I’ll take you there, sure, but I am keeping as far away from that thing as I can, so don’t expect me to help you fight it. I did mention it had eight heads, right?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “And that doesn’t bother you any? It sure bothers everyone else that has seen it.” 
 
    “We will figure everything out,” Kudzu said. “But first, we will eat.” 
 
    The hasamidachi slowly started to nod. “Yes, that is something we can all agree on, the power and potency of a good meal. What were your names again?” 
 
    “Kudzu, and you can call him Pilgrim.” 
 
    “Pilgrim, huh? Sure, I’ll call you that. Now, I got a few extra bowls over there that need to be washed out. Since you are the only one with free hands,” he told Danzen as he stirred the soup, “I’m going to leave that to you. Bring one for yourself as well. You’re going to want some of the soup.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    After they ate, Monobake led Kudzu and Danzen along the banks of the river, the water spinning into a few whirlpools as they neared the lake, stray branches and flower petals floating on its surface. 
 
    The rain had since gone, but it was misty, Danzen noticing the moisture on his clothing, forced to wipe his brow every so often. As they walked, Monobake continued to speak poorly of Jelmay and Usagi, the hasamidachi clearly not a fan. 
 
    Danzen more or less tuned him out. He focused now on his surroundings and what they were about to face. He had battled a number of strange things since coming to the Valley, from a filthy giant to a faceless ghost-like yokai, and now he was going to have to add an enormous serpent to that list. 
 
    Danzen had fought around bodies of water, but he had never engaged in combat with something actually in the water, and he only hoped that he would be able to use his blade of darkness and Astra to their full potential; the odds of him getting close to the thing were slim to none. 
 
    It was another thirty minutes before the river started to open up, the water rushing even faster. Danzen saw a few fish hop out, catch insects, and dive back beneath the water. 
 
    “This is where I get greedy,” said Monobake. “I could just fish for these ones here, but the really big ones, the fifteen to twenty-pounders, those ones are in the lake. You can almost see them beneath the surface too, with their golden scales.” 
 
    Kudzu licked her lips. “I’ve had them before.” 
 
    “Then you know,” was all the hasamidachi said as they scrambled over a couple branches that had been knocked over. The foliage opened up to reveal a beautiful lake surrounded by trees, an island in its center. There was an eerie calm about the water, absolutely no movement, no indication that a gigantic serpent lived in the lake. 
 
    Danzen’s eyes fell upon the island at the center of the body of water which consisted of a small beach and several large rocks, the glint of something on their surface telling him that this was where the beast of a yokai stored items it had found. 
 
    “And you think that the shears are there?” Danzen asked, nodding his chin toward the island. 
 
    “They have to be.” 
 
    “Perhaps you could make a distraction and I could swim out there,” Kudzu offered. “I don’t know if we will be able to kill it, and I don’t know if it is worth killing. There are no other yokai like the orochi in the forest; it would be a shame to play a part in extincting a species.” 
 
    “I’m going to have to disagree,” Monobake said after a short pause. “That thing has been terrorizing anyone who comes to this lake my entire life. Imagine what this lake would be like if that damn creature wasn’t here. I’m all for preserving yokai life, but that thing…” The hasamidachi peered out over the lake, a scowl forming on his face. “That thing deserves to die.” 
 
    “I will provide a distraction,” Danzen told Kudzu. “That should give you the time that you need to swim out there and grab the shears. We will meet…” Danzen spotted a small whirlpool caused by a few rocks jutting out of the water of the river, far enough from the lake that the serpent would have difficulty reaching the location. “There. And you,” he said, looking at Monobake, “will be the one who tells me when it is time to go.” 
 
    “So I should stay right here?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. “I believe that would be best. You can see Kudzu swim out to the island, and then swim back with the shears. I will provide a distraction here, on this beach,” he said, gesturing toward his left. 
 
    “If you say so…” 
 
    “I say so.” Danzen went for his Blade of Darkness, which he held at his side as he made his way down to the beach. He watched as the white fox took off in the opposite direction, Kudzu keeping much further away from the shore as not to draw any attention. 
 
    Once she was across from him, Danzen looked to the tip of his blade, noticing that it had started to tug some of the shadows in the area toward it. The sun was partially covered by a gray cloud now, yet it was still bright enough to reduce the reach of the shadows. Even so, there was enough to pool at the tip of his weapon, Danzen gliding his glaive toward the tops of the waves. 
 
    The water swished left and right; Danzen wondering for a moment if it was going to be enough to draw attention. 
 
    He saw something near the island, a head and neck lift out of the water. 
 
    This was joined by several more heads, until there were eight in total, the serpent turning in his direction. 
 
    Danzen was seconds away from going for his boomerang sword when he noticed something else next to the serpent. It was a smaller form, also with eight long necks with little heads on top. 
 
    The serpent had a child, and he assumed it was a mother. 
 
    “Kill them both!” Monobake called over to him, Danzen hesitating for a moment, transfixed both by the sheer size of the serpent, her sharp fangs and sixteen beady red eyes, as well as his realization that she had a child with her. 
 
    He had no intention of killing the gargantuan yokai, but the speed at which she was coming at him, and the damage she was clearly capable of doing, had the former assassin trying to come up with a solution on the fly. 
 
    As she grew closer to him, Danzen could see the trees that grew out of her back, moss as well. It was only then that he realized that the orochi had been near the island in the center of the lake, disguised by the growths. 
 
    The two orochi reached him, frothy waves slapping against the shoreline. What he assumed was the mother slammed one of her necks down onto the beach, Danzen avoiding it just in time. He still held his glaive, the former assassin figuring the polearm would make it easier for him to bat away the serpent’s advances.  
 
    Using her long tails, the orochi sent a tidal wave toward the beach, the water splashing down on Danzen before he could make it to safety. 
 
    The creature screeched; Danzen noticed that there were several fish now on the beach flopping, their scales golden just as Monobake and Kudzu had spoken about. 
 
    “Distract it!” Monobake shouted. He came out from his hiding place to grab one of the fish. 
 
    One of the orochi’s heads noticed him and made a terrible sound, Monobake frightened enough to abandon his chase. 
 
    The orochi snorted, her focus returning to Danzen, the snake-like yokai pulling herself onto the beach. She made the giants he had faced off against at Dalan’s request look small, the orochi towering in stature, her shadow looming over him, her eight heads all hooked forward as the creature stared Danzen down.  
 
    He felt his Blade of Darkness vibrate; the former assassin glanced to its tip to see shadows pooling once again, summoning forth some of the shadows that she herself was creating. 
 
    Danzen knew if he swung it with enough force that he would be able to kill the creature, perhaps even cut through all of its heads. While the orochi’s scaly dark-blue skin looked thick, it didn’t seem strong enough to stop his blade. 
 
    He could end it now, but Danzen once again caught a glimpse of the creature’s child again, still exceedingly large, yet clearly young, its skin a bright blue, its heads not fully developed, the child lacking the ferocity of the adult. 
 
    “Why have you come here?” one of the orochi’s heads asked, the voice feminine and deep. 
 
    “She’s coming back!” Monobake called to Danzen. Two of the heads looked to the hasamidachi and bared their teeth. 
 
    “You’ve come for my fish?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t want your fish,” Danzen told her. 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “I haven’t seen a mortal at this lake in well over a hundred years, and your first question is in regards to my name?” 
 
    The former assassin nodded. 
 
    “Why would you care?” 
 
    “Because I…” He saw a flash of white on the other side of the shore, which he assumed to be Kudzu moving into the brush.  
 
    Danzen wasn’t generally one to lie, but considering the eight angry heads glaring down at him, he decided in that moment to channel his inner Jelmay. “Because I wanted to see you for myself. The villagers of Osul said that you were quite majestic; I wanted to see if this was indeed the case.” 
 
    “You lie, human.” 
 
    “Why would I lie about something like that?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “You’ve come for my fish or one of my heads,” she said, lashing several of her tails against the water. 
 
    Danzen heard Monobake whistle, which he assumed meant that Kudzu had reached the meeting place alongside the river that fed into the lake. He returned his focus to the serpent yokai. 
 
    “Unfortunately, I have to go,” he told her gently, Danzen slowly starting to back away. “It is too bad I never got your name. My name is Danzen Ravja.” 
 
    “Danzen Ravja,” she hissed. 
 
    “Goodbye for now.” 
 
    Danzen swiveled and sent his power into his legs. He sprung forward, his superhuman strength launching him into the brush, where he hit the ground running, a white flash of fur quickly joining him. 
 
    He could now hear the orochi crying out in anger, lashing her body against the water, but she wasn’t able to catch up with them. Eventually, Kudzu and Danzen stopped, waiting for Monobake, the white fox with his old shears in her mouth.  
 
    “You carry them,” Kudzu told Danzen. She dropped them on the ground, and he picked them up, surprised just how large and heavy the shears were. 
 
    “That’s them,” Monobake said as he caught up, breathing heavily now. “And you should have killed that thing. She’s going to be angry for weeks.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Rather than journey back to Monobake’s cave, the three headed straight toward the yokai village of Osul, Danzen carrying the hasamidachi’s head shears.  
 
    They were heavier than he would have expected them to be, sharp as well, Danzen holding them by their base. While the shears currently growing from a joint on Monobake’s forehead were dark, the ones he had shed had a dark-gray color to them, their tips yellow and almost brittle. Danzen had no idea what the jade rabbit could possibly want with the things, but there was certainly something rare about them, something unique. 
 
    Not much was said as they traveled back to the village, Kudzu leading the way, Monobake keeping up with Danzen, the hasamidachi occasionally complaining that they didn’t grab any golden fish when they could have. 
 
    The weather took a turn for the better, the sun spreading its light to the far corners of the Genshin Valley. The trees looked especially lush after the rain, full in a way that told Danzen that they had been nourished. The ground was still a bit wet, but if the sun kept at it, the mud and clay would be hardened by late afternoon. 
 
    Danzen still wore the dark-purple robes that Jelmay had purchased for him, and he was glad that they were light, the former assassin wishing he had sewn a hood onto the back of the robes. 
 
    Perhaps he would do that when he got back to his monastery.  
 
    Since the Floating Lantern Festival was held about three weeks before the end of monsoon season, Danzen would have to leave for the west relatively soon. He didn’t want Kudzu to join him, but he also realized that she wasn’t going to budge on this, and it was true that they probably needed to check in on Jelmay, especially if he was still in the outpost of Tudan. 
 
    Even though he knew it wasn’t going to work, Danzen would try one last time to ask Soko to cease her hunt, to go her own way so he could do what he needed to do as well. 
 
    He was wasting his time in asking her, but he owed it to his former lover to try. 
 
    As they neared the village, he placed his hand on the hilt of Nomin’s blade, recalling their fight, one that he would never forget. This made him think of his mother, Danzen once again wondering how she had formed a connection between abandoning her infant son to the Brotherhood and eventually slaying his own father. 
 
    Perhaps he would have to visit her again one day. 
 
    The three came to the wooded section of the village, the houses once again locked up tight just about as soon as the yokai noticed Danzen’s presence, blue flower petals matted to the forest floor. From there it was to the rockier entrance of the village, up the pathway that led to Usagi’s hobble. 
 
    “Usagi, we have your shears,” Kudzu called up. 
 
    Danzen looked down at the hole as he heard some rummaging inside. The jade rabbit eventually hopped out, a smile on his face until he saw Monobake. 
 
    “Why did you bring him?” 
 
    “You wanted my shears; I thought you would want to see me as well,” Monobake said, but something about his voice told Danzen that this wasn’t the case. 
 
    “What do you want?” Usagi asked, barely paying any attention to the shears that Danzen had placed on the ground in front of him. 
 
    “I can’t come visit an old friend or two?” asked Monobake. 
 
    “I never said that, but you should be a yokai of your word; I shouldn’t have to send a human and a fox after you.” 
 
    “Careful,” Kudzu said, her black lips starting to curl. 
 
    “You have no idea the pressure and the stress I’ve been under because of the orochi that stole the shears from me! Luckily, your two foot soldiers here were able to get them back.” 
 
    “Careful…” Kudzu said again, her words meant for Monobake this time. 
 
    “You had to get them from the orochi?” Usagi asked, his eyes bulging. 
 
    “I sure did, and it wasn’t easy. I mean, they did most of the work. I was just a lookout. But you have what you want now, so we’re even.” 
 
    Usagi slowly lowered his head toward the shears and observed them for a moment. Eventually, he grabbed them by the base with his teeth and dragged the shears into his hovel, the keratin blades barely fitting into the hole. 
 
    “I suppose a deal is a deal,” he said, looking up to Danzen’s satchel. “Do you mind if I take a ride again? Let me rephrase that: I’m not walking.” 
 
    “You’re just going to leave like that?” Monobake asked. 
 
    “I’ll be back here before nightfall, you old fool, so if you’d like to catch up then, stick around.” Usagi made a noise in his throat, which Danzen interpreted to mean that he should open his satchel for the jade rabbit. He did so and crouched.  
 
    Usagi hopped in and placed his head over the leather edge so he could peer out. 
 
    “I’ll lead the way,” Kudzu said. “Try to keep up.” 
 
    Kudzu started moving at her top speed, Danzen quickly matching her pace. He shot to the air, when he reached the canopy of the Asura Forest and moved that way for a moment, Usagi shouting from his satchel. 
 
    “Slow down, you madman!” 
 
    Rather than heed the rabbit’s advice, Danzen dropped back down to the forest and once again picked up his pace, where he spotted Kudzu zipping through the brush. 
 
    Usagi continued to cry out in anger; Danzen tuned the rabbit out as he stretched his muscles, enjoying the chase. There was something about the chase, something about keeping his eyes on the white fox and running at his top speed that made him halfway appreciate the demon blood coursing through his veins. Without this, he would be a forty-year-old assassin, and that was if he had actually lived that long. Danzen had had some close blows with death during his career; there was no telling what would have happened had he not been able to heal his wounds. 
 
    “Slow down, dammit!” Usagi yelled. 
 
    By this point, Danzen had totally sunk into a different shade of his persona, one of a predator, watching the white fox’s tail as she charged ahead, Danzen never getting close enough to catch her, only looking for the challenge, a chance. 
 
    They burst out of the forest and came to the hill in front of the monastery, Danzen taking several feet to actually slow his pace. 
 
    “Absolutely ridiculous,” Usagi said from Danzen’s leather satchel. “There is no sense in traveling like that. You two just turned a nice forest walk into a stupid competition. Curse you both!” 
 
    “We got here, didn’t we?” Kudzu asked, panting now. 
 
    “Where is the…?” Usagi sniffed the air, his whiskers flickering. “Humans are around.” 
 
    “Likely Khamdo and Temur,” said Danzen. “Carpenters fixing my roof.” 
 
    “Well, I have no problem being seen by humans. What about you, fox?” 
 
    “The name is Kudzu, and I believe I will step away for a moment. I prefer not to be seen by them if I can help it, at least in this form.”  
 
    Kudzu slowly retreated to the forest. Once she was gone, Danzen made his way up the hill. He found the front door of his monastery open, Khamdo and Temur inside, hammering away.  
 
    He announced himself, Khamdo the first to turn to him. 
 
    “I’ve come to fix the statue,” said Danzen. 
 
    Temur grumbled something but then returned to what he was doing. 
 
    “The head is still in your kitchen,” Khamdo said, wiping his hands, which were covered in a fine white dust. 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Usagi still in his satchel, Danzen made his way to the kitchen, noticing a square of light coming in from the bedroom. He turned to it, and saw that Khamdo and Temur had made space for a window, which was currently covered by a sheet of canvas. 
 
    “We’ll have to get the glass custom-made, but the canvas should do for now, at least until it rains hard again. We can get some glass from the First District next time you come to town.” 
 
    “Right,” said Danzen, realizing he was going to have to get some kip in some way or another before they headed to the Floating Lantern Festival in Arsi. “I truly appreciate it.” 
 
    “Where’s this blasted head?” Usagi asked, startling Khamdo. The carpenter glanced at the rabbit. “Is that the same guy that I fixed in the village?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “No wonder you wanted him healed up, he’s actually handy. I should bring them by my place and have them knock out a little of the wall so I can get a window as well,” Usagi said in a mocking tone. “I’m joking. Get the head and let’s be done with this.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Khamdo said, bowing his head to Usagi, who simply responded with a grunt. 
 
    Danzen grabbed the lion dog head and made his way to the front of his monastery. Yama got down from his pedestal, the stone lion dog curious once he saw that Danzen held his mate’s head.  
 
    Yama approached, and as he did Usagi scolded the yokai. 
 
    “Be gone with you, you lazy mutt! You’re just going to get in the way.” 
 
    Yama stepped back. 
 
    “There, that’s better. Now, Pilgrim, or whatever your real name is, do you remember how I helped your friend in there?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “I want you to put the head in place, and hold it there. And I will do the rest.” 
 
    Danzen did as he was instructed, and found the grooves for the lion dog’s severed head.  
 
    After he made sure it was flush with the statue, he held the head in place, allowing Usagi to scurry up onto his shoulder. Careful as ever, the jade rabbit made his way down Danzen’s arm, where he was finally able to place his forehead against the stone lion dog’s body. 
 
    Danzen felt movement, the statue trembling as her brow started to move, her head fused back onto her body. 
 
    And with that, and with Yama excitedly circling around the statue’s pedestal, the second lion dog came to life.
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    Deciding on a name for the new lion dog came naturally to the former assassin. 
 
    Danzen wanted something that was easy for him to say and something that gave a nod to Nomin, the blind assassin increasingly on his mind. He wished he had spent more time with her before their fight; if only she would have agreed to his cease-fire so both of them could go on cultivating in their own ways. 
 
    Perhaps Nomin would have found refuge in Genshin Valley. The two could have had tea from time to time, or take up the seemingly random quests that Danzen occasionally found himself a part of. 
 
    But this was wishful thinking.  
 
    Danzen knew Nomin would have never agreed to a cease-fire, and as much as he would like to think otherwise, he knew Soko wasn’t going to either. 
 
    It was night now, and both Yama and Nama were resting outside on the grass, Kudzu seated near Danzen, the four of them watching the stars twinkle in the sky. It had been two days since they had returned from the Asura Forest, and in that time, Khamdo and Temur had fixed the monastery's rooftop and dealt with the flooring. They had even procured a window and a weapon rack, Danzen now in the awkward position of owing Khamdo money for the pieces. 
 
    He had some kip that he had managed to scrounge up from the pockets of his various robes, leftovers from some of the money that he’d personally had and what Jelmay had given him. But he still owed the carpenter a fair amount.  
 
    As usual, Khamdo had put no pressure on the former assassin in terms of paying him back, but Danzen wasn’t going to have any of this. He had one thing of value that was worth something and that he could actually sell. 
 
    Tomorrow, he would do just that, Danzen planning to leave his sugawara helmet at Selden’s place, treating the emporium as if it were a pawnshop. Hopefully, he could get the money in the west and return to get the helmet back; otherwise, the money belonged to Khamdo. Danzen planned to leave it there and tell the carpenter to pick it up in two weeks if he hadn’t returned. 
 
    Danzen knew better than to be overconfident. Soko was a tricky assassin, one who would employ anything at her disposal if it came down to it. This was yet another reason why he didn’t want Kudzu to come with him; if she could, Soko would certainly use the woman as a pawn. 
 
    But Danzen had a solution for that. 
 
    “They seem so peaceful together,” Kudzu said on the tail end of a yawn, her tongue curling. 
 
    Like Yama, the female lion dog he had named Nama was silent. She was a bit smaller than her male counterpart, but there wasn’t too much of a difference, and they did make some noise when they rammed into one another, or rubbed their sides together.  
 
    According to lore, she was supposed to watch the inside of the monastery, but thus far, Nama spent most of her time outside with Yama. Neither of them seemed to like Danzen’s fire chicken, which meant they mostly kept to the front of the monastery. 
 
    One of the things that Danzen and Kudzu had discussed over the last two days was the orochi and her child. Kudzu was happy that he hadn’t engaged the monstrous yokai. She was of the belief that the serpent may have killed them, at least if she could have gotten the former assassin into the water. 
 
    Danzen honestly didn’t know how to call it.  
 
    His instincts would have never sent him close enough to the shoreline to actually get into the water, and if he did, all he needed to do was find something to jump from—likely the side of the orochi’s body—to get back to dry land.  
 
    While it may have taken a while, another option for him would have been to continually toss his boomerang sword at the yokai until she was dead. Then again, he didn’t know if she had any other powers, and dealing with all eight heads at once would certainly complicate things. 
 
    Danzen was happy not to speculate, glad that Jelmay wasn’t around to fan the flames. 
 
    Eventually, it came time for the two of them to get some rest, Kudzu deciding to sleep outside that night, Danzen choosing his bedroom with the window open, a light breeze cooling the space.  
 
    He was surprised the next morning to wake up to the smell of food. Upon exiting his bedroom, Danzen found Kudzu in her human form standing in the kitchen, wearing the crimson robes that Jelmay had purchased for her as she cooked breakfast. 
 
    “I told you I would cook you something one day,” she said. “Just relax.” 
 
    “I need to check on the chicken.” 
 
    “I already did,” Kudzu told him. “I’m surprised you didn’t hear her.” 
 
    Danzen ran his hand through his long hair, and put it back into a bun. “I must have slept hard.” 
 
    “You were tired yesterday after all the bending.” 
 
    That had been a thing they had worked on the last two days, Kudzu simply watching as Danzen went through the routine that Abbot Monpo had taught him, conjuring the energy within, pressing it out and pulling it back. Over the course of his practice, Danzen realized that the leg stances were akin to some of the things he had learned early on in his sword proficiency classes at the Diyu Brotherhood. 
 
    He had also discovered something else as well—holding Astra as he bent his echo actually made the sensation stronger.  
 
    Danzen didn’t know if it was amplifying the power in any way, but it at least allowed him to feel something as he glided his sword through the air, the power making all the muscles in his body pulse. 
 
    He was sore now from all the bending he had done the previous day. Danzen could feel it in his calves and his biceps, his stomach in a knot. Whatever he had done, it had certainly had an effect on his body. 
 
    Danzen stepped outside, where he found Nama and Yama perched on their pedestals, both lion dogs hopping down to greet him.  
 
    He sat in his normal spot on the hillside, which was starting to have an indention showing that someone routinely sat there. 
 
    Yama collapsed in a comical way, his stone back now against the side of Danzen’s leg. He looked over his body at the former assassin, his stone tongue falling out of his mouth. Nama circled around the two of them and eventually found a place on Danzen’s other side. The female lion dog set her head on his lap and looked up at him, a fondness in her eyes. 
 
    “Someone is comfortable,” Kudzu said as she stepped out with a plate in her hand. Her white hair was swept behind her pointed ears now and the sleeves of her robe were rolled up. For breakfast, she had fried up the fish from yesterday along with Basan’s egg, a dish which Kudzu had garnished with red pepper and rock salt. 
 
    Danzen took the plate from her and began eating, both lion dogs still watching him. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to eat?” he asked Kudzu. 
 
    “I ate while I was cooking. I figured you would want to head out while it was still cool, so I hurried. We need to get to Tudan.” 
 
    “Right,” Danzen said as he picked up his pace. 
 
    “How is it?” 
 
    “The food?” Danzen took another bite. “It’s good. I like it.” 
 
    He washed up after he finished eating, and then prepared for their journey to the Floating Lantern Festival in Arsi. 
 
    Danzen folded the robes Jelmay had purchased for him and placed them inside his leather satchel along with his horned momiiji facemask. Many of the citizens of Arsi wore masks at the festival, and Soko would be wearing a mask anyway, so he figured it would help him blend in. He set his sugawara helmet in the bag that went over his shoulder and retrieved all of his weapons from his new rack, Danzen finally ready to leave the monastery.  
 
    He stepped outside to lock up and found Kudzu in the armor that went over her center mass.  
 
    “You aren’t wearing your armor?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t normally…” 
 
    “Why would you try to sabotage yourself? What’s the point in that?” 
 
    “You’re right.” Danzen went back in and repacked his things, this time bringing his armor with him. He returned, Kudzu now with a smug smile on her face. 
 
    “You should listen to me more often.” 
 
    “I really try to,” Danzen said as the two headed down the hill.  
 
    They made the walk to Suja Village in relative silence, the day just starting to warm up. Once they reached the Third District, they were greeted by Temur’s boys and yellow-robed Enkhmaa, who were chasing each other through the streets, the children not paying much attention to Danzen and Kudzu as they continued on with their games. 
 
    After a quick stop at Khamdo’s place to explain how he was going to pay the carpenter, and ask him to check on his fire chicken from time to time, Danzen and Kudzu started their journey to Chutham. 
 
    “Does she always offer to make you breakfast?” Kudzu asked, referring to Sarnai’s offer of a meal, which Danzen had declined. 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    “No wonder Jelmay likes her. Humans can be so hospitable,” Kudzu said. 
 
    The two once again fell into a spell of silence, one peppered by the occasional bird, or the wave from a passing merchant headed in the opposite direction. The rain had truly made Genshin Valley come alive, the vegetation between the two cities greener than Danzen had ever seen before. Flowers seemed to bloom everywhere, from old tree stumps to cracks in the soil, adding a bit of color to their walk. Kudzu hummed at some point, the woman gazing at the sky as she did so. 
 
    As they approached the city gates, Danzen remembered Jelmay’s warning about not letting Kudzu see inside Selden’s Emporium. Once they entered Chutham, he led her to the brewery across the street and ordered a meal for them, telling her he needed to take care of something quickly. 
 
    “Can’t I come with you?” she asked. 
 
    “It’ll just take me a minute.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “The food will be here by the time I return,” Danzen told her. He crossed the dirt road, which was crowded with people and carts, the townsfolk preparing for the local Floating Lantern Festival. Along with all the shops that lined Chutham’s main thoroughfare, merchants had erected makeshift booths hawking paper lanterns of all shapes and colors, people crowding around. 
 
    Happy to step out of the crowd, Danzen entered Selden’s Emporium to find the shop owner behind the counter as always, glasses on his face as he flipped through the pages of an old book. 
 
    “Pilgrim,” he said, his bushy eyebrows lifting as he took Danzen in. “I was wondering when you would come by. I have your books…” 
 
    Before he could turn, Danzen stopped him. “I’m here for something else.” 
 
    “You are?” 
 
    “I owe a carpenter in Suja Village money for work he’s done at my home. I believe I will have some money coming soon, but in case I don’t, I would like to sell this.” He placed the sugawara helmet on the counter, its black metal with just a hint of sparkle to it after Danzen had polished the piece. 
 
    “Sell it?” 
 
    “I’m going back west to see about something; I don’t know when I will return…” 
 
    Selden laughed. “This seems to be a reoccurring situation you find yourself in.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes. I have told the carpenter to come here in two weeks and collect the money for this helmet if I don’t make it back by then. Would you be agreeable to that?” 
 
    “I would have to adjust what I can pay accordingly…” Selden squinted at Danzen for a moment. “How much do you owe the man?” 
 
    “Several thousand kip.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “Four thousand kip.” 
 
    “I would be delighted to pay four thousand kip for this helmet,” he said hurriedly. “Agreed, deal. And I am assuming if you make it back before that time, that you will pay me something, right? For holding this item?” 
 
    “That can be arranged, yes.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t charge you much, maybe something like five hundred kip as a fee for this rather strange transaction. Would that work for you?” 
 
    Danzen nodded.  
 
    “Then we have a deal.” 
 
    “Thank you. The carpenter’s name is Khamdo.” 
 
    “Khamdo? Yes, yes, I believe I’ve met him before. Big hands? A scar across his forehead? A bit muscular?” 
 
    “That’s him.” 
 
    “I’ll be waiting, Pilgrim. Good luck.” 
 
    Danzen left Selden’s Emporium and crossed the road again, his focus narrowing on anyone who looked suspicious. There were drunks, there were men who looked to have once been part of a militia, but there was no one that caught his eye in the way that an assassin would, someone who was blending in so well that they looked almost too natural. 
 
    He found Kudzu, two hot bowls of stew now sitting on the table. 
 
    “Have you tried it yet?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I was waiting for you.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    As they ate the stew, Danzen occasionally looked around the brewery at the two barmaids and the patrons that seemed to file in and out, many grabbing an ale before heading back to the streets. 
 
    Always ready. 
 
    “It was good,” was all Kudzu said once they finished, Danzen using what little money he had to pay for their meal. 
 
    “Were you able to deal with your helmet?” 
 
    He nodded. “It isn’t an ideal situation, but I don’t want to leave Khamdo empty-handed.”  
 
    “You know Jelmay’s going to have money, right?” 
 
    “If he doesn’t, I may have to pay a visit to a bank in Arsi. I do have some funds available, I just haven’t accessed them because I didn’t want to be traceable in any way from the Brotherhood.” 
 
    “I know I’m going to sound like our favorite bakeneko here,” Kudzu began, “but why don’t you just use your power? Human money means nothing to yokai, which makes it even stranger that Jelmay and Usagi, and for that matter, Monobake, continually have put themselves in situations where they were trying to get it.” 
 
    “I wondered about that too.” 
 
    “I know that you don’t like to exploit your power, but you probably should have a helmet.” 
 
    “I need to listen to you more often,” he said with a shrug. 
 
    Kudzu laughed. “I keep telling you this, why don’t you ever believe me?” 
 
    “I can be stubborn,” Danzen told her, a smirk taking shape on his face. “It isn’t my best quality.”
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    Once they reached the outpost of Tudan, Danzen and Kudzu headed straight to the tavern, hoping that it would be the easiest place to locate the bakeneko.  
 
    The tavern was empty aside from just a few patrons, no bakeneko in sight. It was muggy inside, and they first took a booth at the back, as Danzen was accustomed to doing. After sitting there for about twenty minutes, and listening to some of the conversations being had, it became clear that the bartender wasn’t going to be offering table service. 
 
    Rather than try to wave her over, Danzen approached the bar.  
 
    “Have you seen anyone new around here? Perhaps a man with blonde hair, sort of forgettable features. He’s an old friend of mine,” Danzen said. “I told him I’d meet him in Tudan and I can’t seem to find him.” 
 
    “I haven’t seen anyone that quite fits that description,” she said, the woman clearly wanting Danzen and Kudzu to order booze. 
 
    “Is there somewhere in the city where people go to gamble?” 
 
    “Gambling is generally off-limits.” The bartender grabbed a brown rag and started detailing one of the empty flagons.  
 
    “But that has never stopped anyone before,” Kudzu told her as she approached the bar. 
 
    “True, but it’s not really my role to tell outsiders information like that, not without a purchase or two,” she quipped. “Were you looking to drink, or were you looking to quiz me?” 
 
    Kudzu looked to Danzen, the former assassin intuiting what she wanted. 
 
    “Tell us where people gamble,” he said, calling forth his Demon Speak ability, Danzen speaking low enough that the other patrons wouldn’t hear them. “And then forget you ever met us.” 
 
    “Certainly, my lord,” the bartender said, her tone changing. “How familiar are you with Tudan? Are you familiar with the pleasure house next to the orphanage?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Head there and look for an abandoned home a few doors down from the orphanage. The gambler’s den is in the basement of that home. Go inside, and then go down a flight of stairs. You’ll find a guard down there. He will be the one that lets you in, so you’ll have to talk to him if you really want to gamble.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Danzen told Kudzu.  
 
    As soon as they were out of the tavern, he headed toward the pleasure house. Danzen recalled his encounter with Soko on the rooftop. She had appeared out of the blue after Danzen had dealt with Harsha, after he had given the orphaned boy some money. 
 
    Even now, as they approached the area of the outpost known for debauchery, Danzen found himself a little apprehensive. The former assassin scanned rooftops, which were cast in shades of dark red and purple, the sun beginning to set.  
 
    They would need to hurry.  
 
    One of the things they had gleaned in their short trip to the tavern was that the ship to Arsi would leave soon, the next one leaving in the morning. 
 
    As much as he didn’t want to, Danzen knew that he was likely going to have to rely on his Demon Speak power even more before the end of the night, especially if they hoped to speed things along. 
 
    They reached the abandoned house in question, Danzen now realizing that it was the exact same one he had used to get to the rooftops, the former assassin secretly embarrassed that he hadn’t realized that the place doubled as a gambler’s den.  
 
    But that didn’t matter now. 
 
    Danzen approached the front door and saw a marking above the doorknob, a detail he had missed the last time around. 
 
    Kudzu behind him, Danzen slowly opened the door and located a staircase going down to the basement, the home surprisingly clean inside, no furniture. 
 
    “Found it,” Kudzu said almost as an afterthought. 
 
    Danzen could hear chatter as he made his way down the stairs where he was greeted by a man in dark attire, his arms crossed over his chest. 
 
    “Can I help you?” the man grunted. 
 
    “Step aside,” Danzen told him. 
 
    The guard did as instructed, entranced by Danzen’s unique power.  
 
    Danzen and Kudzu passed by him, and came into a large room with about thirty people inside, mostly men. They sat around tables gambling and drinking, a pair in the corner whispering something to one another. The space was filled with smoke from the hookah a fat man smoked in the corner, the den reeking of alcohol and body odor. 
 
    It wasn’t hard to find Jelmay, who sat in his blonde-haired human form at the table in the far corner of the room. There were stacks of money in front of him, his eyes big and bloodshot. 
 
    “Would you like to join a table, my lord?” a man in clean black robes asked, his hair slicked back. 
 
    “We are just here for a friend,” Danzen said. 
 
    Kudzu stormed right up to Jelmay’s table. “You are done here, Jelmay, done.” 
 
    Jelmay didn’t even blink. The bakeneko was so focused on the card game he was playing with three burly men that he didn’t seem to notice Danzen or Kudzu’s appearance. 
 
    “Put your cards down, collect your things, and go home,” Danzen told the three men seated before Jelmay, who immediately started to obey his command. 
 
    Jelmay’s bloodshot eyes started to twitch.  
 
    A snarl appeared on his face as he looked from Danzen to Kudzu. The snarl faded, Jelmay forcing a crooked smile that cut from cheek to cheek. “To what do I owe the pleasure?” 
 
    “Snap out of it,” Kudzu said, waving her hand in front of his face. “It’s time that you go back to the Valley.” 
 
    “But I’m just getting started…” he said, his breath short and staccato. 
 
    Danzen took a quick look around the room and saw a bunch of angry faces all angled in Jelmay’s direction. 
 
    “I think you have done plenty,” said Kudzu, not needing to read the room. 
 
    A pair of men in evergreen tunics approached, one of them cracking his knuckles. 
 
    “If you’re here to collect, we are here to collect too,” one of them said, his voice tinged in ale, his words slurred together. 
 
    “You are going back to the Valley tonight,” Danzen told Jelmay. 
 
    “Like hell I am, Pilgrim.” Jelmay tilted his head, his eyes so bloodshot that Danzen could barely see his pupils. “I’m just getting started.” 
 
    The sound of Kudzu’s slap echoed across the basement, Jelmay nearly tossed out of his chair. 
 
    The bakeneko shook his head quickly; rather than launch into action, he slowly began to reach for the stacks upon stacks of kip on the table which he swept into a burlap sack next to his chair. 
 
    “You’re going to want to use your Demon Speak,” Jelmay said carefully, not making eye contact with the former assassin. Danzen glanced over his shoulder to see that people were starting to crowd around him. 
 
    “Everyone sit,” Danzen said, taking control of the room. It wasn’t long before the patrons in the illegal gambling establishment did exactly as he instructed, all of them obediently turning to him as he spoke again. “Who here can arrange a carriage?” 
 
    “I can, my lord,” said the dark-robed man who had greeted them just moments ago. 
 
    “Arrange a carriage to the Third District of Suja Village. I want you to go with the driver as well, so he doesn’t stop along the way. Hurry.” 
 
    Danzen grabbed some of the kip on the table and handed it to the man. 
 
    “Hey, I earned that—” 
 
    “Quiet,” Kudzu hissed to Jelmay. “Or I’ll slap you again.” 
 
    “You guys are no fun. At least tell me where you’re going; you seriously didn’t come all the way here for me, did you?” he asked, a hint of hope in his bloodshot eyes. “And that slap hurt! You’re stronger than you look.” 
 
    “Quiet, Jelmay!” Kudzu said, clearly feeling the tension in the room. 
 
    Once the man left to arrange a carriage ride, Danzen returned his focus to the bakeneko. 
 
    “We have to deal with Soko. We will come back to the Valley within a week or so.” 
 
    “You will?” Jelmay asked, whiskers starting to appear on his face. He realized he was morphing back to a cat and quickly took hold of his power, maintaining his human form. “I… I could go with you.” 
 
    “No,” said Kudzu. “You need to go home, Jelmay.” 
 
    “Home, right…” he mumbled to himself. His eyes lit up as they fell upon the kip still on the table. “In that case, take some of the money.” 
 
    When Danzen didn’t do as Jelmay had instructed, the bakeneko began counting out bills. He reached about twenty-five thousand kip and handed the fat stack of cash to Danzen. While this was a lot of money, it didn’t seem like very much to Jelmay, who had several times that already stuffed away in his bag. “I can give you more.” 
 
    “This is plenty,” Danzen told him. 
 
    A look of remorse came across Jelmay’s face. “Sorry for the trouble.” 
 
    “Just hurry,” Kudzu told him. 
 
    The bakeneko finished gathering his things and hopped down from his chair. After shaking his arms out, Jelmay threw the bag of money over his shoulder and motioned for Danzen and Kudzu to lead him out. 
 
    “I’m ready when you are, friends.” 
 
    Once they reached the entrance of the gambler’s den, Danzen turned to the room again. 
 
    “You will forget who we are and that we ever came here tonight. You will also forget you ever had dealings with this man.” 
 
    “You should make him give the money back,” Kudzu said under her breath. 
 
    “Bah, they would have lost it to someone else,” Jelmay told her. “I didn’t cheat my way for all of it. Just most of it. Pilgrim, don’t listen to her, I earned this money fair and square.” 
 
    “You are a lucky bakeneko,” Kudzu told him once they were outside the abandoned home. They found the man that Danzen had sent after a carriage catching his breath, a single hand on his abdomen. 
 
    “My friend should be here any moment, my lord,” the man told Danzen. “I rushed, as you instructed.” 
 
    “Good, you will forget about me after you leave here. Your only goal will be getting this man to Suja Village, where you will forget you’ve ever met him.” 
 
    “Don’t patronize the kid, Pilgrim; you pretty much already told him that,” Jelmay said, a smirk taking shape on his face. “And after all the trouble it took for you to get me, I’m not going to do something like tell the driver to come back here so I can show these suckers how to really play cards. Besides, I need to get to the Valley anyway. Things are set to happen soon.” 
 
    Rather than question what he meant by the statement, Danzen looked up the street to see a carriage heading in their direction. The driver stopped in front of them; Danzen once again summoned his power to give the man instructions. After Jelmay was inside, and the other man was seated next to the driver, they departed. 
 
    As the carriage moved away from them, Jelmay stuck his hand out the window to wave it at Danzen and Kudzu, his fingers morphing into a paw. 
 
    “That stupid cat,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “Let’s get to the harbor.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    They made it just in time to secure a ride, Danzen able to grab one of the nicer rooms on the ship. It wasn’t quite as large as the one that they had stayed in on their previous trip to the west, but it would do, and the space was certainly big enough to serve as a place for them to bend their echoes. 
 
    At least for Danzen, anyway. By the time the ship set off, Kudzu was already waiting for the herbalist to come by so she could sleep through the trip. 
 
    The herbalist eventually came, and after taking her medicine, Kudzu relaxed on one of the beds, still in her human form. 
 
    “I can’t believe what Jelmay did,” she said, looking over to Danzen, who was seated on his bed, his Blade of Darkness on the table along with Nomin’s weapon, Astra always by his side. 
 
    “I figured we had to do something like that. We’re just lucky they didn’t attack us.” 
 
    “The stupid cat.” She tried to frown, but her grimace didn’t hold, Kudzu eventually laughing. “Did you see how much money he had?” 
 
    Danzen nodded, their room dark now, the only light coming from the moon. The space trembled some as the ship cut through a wave. 
 
    “Did you see how hard I hit him? By Sunyata’s grace, that felt good.” The ship lurched forward, Kudzu tensing up. “I hope the water doesn’t get too choppy,” she said, her eyes still fixed on Danzen, a bit reflective, glowing.  
 
    “You should be asleep soon.” 
 
    “And you?” 
 
    “Eventually.” 
 
    “Were you always like this?” she asked after thirty minutes or so of silence on Danzen’s part. 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “The silent type, not quite brooding or moody, but always keeping to yourself. I know I’ve asked similar questions before…” 
 
    “Maybe I was different when I was a child; you would have to ask someone else.” 
 
    “Like Soko.” 
 
    “She would know.” 
 
    “Do you want to kill her?” 
 
    Danzen knew the answer to this question before it left his lips. “Want has no role here. She will either back down, or I will be forced to kill her. And she’s not the type to back down, none of them are.” 
 
    “Would you back down?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “If it were, say, ten years ago, and an assassin like you did what you did. Would you go after them? If your teacher put out the hit, the contract, would you take it?” 
 
    “I suppose I would,” Danzen said after a long pause in which Kudzu got even more comfortable, her green robes parting just a bit as she settled onto the bed. 
 
    “So you wouldn’t back down. Would it be for the money or for the challenge?” 
 
    “Neither,” said Danzen. “It would be for my teacher.” 
 
    “So for the honor?” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “Have you ever thought about how you would go after yourself if you had been presented a contract? Does that make sense?” 
 
    “Yes, it does. And no, I haven’t,” he told her. “There was no one like me, but there are others who are powerful enough to kill me, of this I am certain.” 
 
    “So, Soko is in the last one?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “You humans are so ridiculously vengeful,” Kudzu said. “You would never see something like this happen between yokai. Sure, there would be rivalries, but this tainted honor, contract killing, all of it…” 
 
    Kudzu yawned, and was soon asleep, Danzen left sitting by himself on the bed across from her. He too eventually rested for the night, the ship rocking him to sleep. 
 
    The morning sun woke him several hours later.  
 
    Once he was ready, Danzen quietly got out of bed and stood in the center of the room. He withdrew Astra from its scabbard and held it with both hands, his eyes closed.  
 
    Everything had an outline, Nomin’s teachings coming to him.  
 
    Danzen slowly lifted his blade and noticed that energy trailed from its tip.  
 
    His legs locked into the stance that Abbot Monpo taught him, the former assassin pressed his weapon forward as if he were a statue slowly coming to life. He felt something but he tried not to observe it with his eyes closed, simply feeling it instead.  
 
    Danzen didn’t want to muddy the sensation. 
 
    As he bent his echo over the next forty minutes, Danzen tried to keep his focus on the subtle movement he was making, noticing occasionally that Astra trembled in his hands, even though he wasn’t gripping the sword as tightly as he could have been. He was interrupted when Kudzu came awake, the woman immediately trying to deal with her hair. 
 
    “I hate human hair,” she said with a bit of disdain. “Good morning, by the way. I suppose I should have said that first.” 
 
    “You could always take your more comfortable form,” Danzen told her as he returned Astra to its scabbard. He felt the tenseness leave him as he did so, a strain roll down his shoulders. 
 
    “You’re right, but I figured we would have breakfast first. Then we can bend our echoes together,” she said. “How’s that?” 
 
    “That would be nice.” 
 
    Danzen stepped over to the door and pulled the string that eventually brought one of the crewmembers to him, the man delivering breakfast just a few minutes later. Danzen and Kudzu enjoyed cups of hot water and boiled meats, as well as poached eggs and grilled carrots. 
 
    “I will say something about being human,” Kudzu said as she cut into a carrot with her fork. “Eating is much more eloquent.” 
 
    “It’s just fuel,” Danzen said. 
 
    Kudzu laughed. “Is that how you think of it? Don’t you enjoy food? Don’t you enjoy the flavor and the utensils necessary for you to show the world just how human you are?” 
 
    “I never thought of it that way,” Danzen admitted to her. 
 
    “Maybe I am being too poetic about it. Ha! I’m practically sounding like Jelmay over here…” Kudzu snorted. “That stupid cat. It felt so good slapping him.” 
 
    “I’m sure it did.” 
 
    “Did you see his eyes in the gambler’s den? Have you ever seen anything more terrifying?” 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    “That’s right, your power. You know, for as much talk as you have had around the subject, I’ve actually never seen you unleash these demons of yours.” 
 
    “No, you haven’t, and hopefully you never will.” 
 
    “Jelmay has,” she said as she went for a sliver of meat. “And it seemed to have an impression on him.” 
 
    “I pray that you never have to see that side of me,” he told her with finality, his voice indicating that he didn’t want to discuss the subject anymore. 
 
    They finished their meal, and after resting for a spell, Kudzu suggested that they go above deck and enjoy the views for a little while before returning to their cabin to bend their echoes. 
 
    “I would like that,” Danzen told her. 
 
    “And then it’s back to sleep for me,” she informed him with a shake of the pouch of medicine the herbalist had given her. “We will be in Arsi in no time, and I will be off this boat.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Over the course of the day, Danzen alternated between resting and bending his echo, getting lost in thought as he went through the movements. Sometimes, he recalled the faces of the people he had killed; other times finding himself in a peaceful bliss, thoughts and past grievances blemishes on an already-stained periphery. 
 
    Night came, and as it did Kudzu awoke, the sleeve of her robe slipping off her shoulder as she sat up. 
 
    “Sorry,” she told Danzen, who looked away. 
 
    “Perhaps it’s best if I stay as a fox until the morning.” 
 
    “Do whatever makes you comfortable. I can order food.” 
 
    “And ale. Let’s have a drink,” she said as she once again went about trying to fix her hair. 
 
    Danzen pulled the string near the door which signaled to the ship staff that they were ready for their dinner.  
 
    Their food came twenty minutes later accompanied by a small keg of ale and two flagons which Danzen readily filled. They were in luck. Their dinner consisted of freshly caught fish and prawns stuffed with goat cheese, grilled to perfection, each topped with a small slab of fatty bacon. Everything looked wonderful. 
 
    The two feasted, once again enjoying each other’s company as they drank their ales.  
 
    Kudzu did most of the talking, the fox woman alternating between her thoughts on Jelmay to things that had happened in the valley over the years and how she was surprised she had never encountered Usagi, considering he had such a powerful influence over the yokai village of Osul. 
 
    “Who would have known?” she asked as she nearly finished her flagon. “And speaking of things that come as a surprise, the ale is decent. Am I right? I don’t normally drink, so I may be wrong here.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “You aren’t going to abandon me in Arsi, are you?” she asked, Kudzu raising an eyebrow at Danzen. He didn’t know how she had sensed his plan, but he knew better than to lie to her now. 
 
    “I was hoping you would stay in the hotel room while I handled things. Abandoned? No, but I would suggest you stay back.” 
 
    “I didn’t come all this way to stay in a hotel room,” she said with a smile. “Of course, if it has a nice bathtub, I could be tempted to relax a bit in that way. But seriously, don’t expect to leave me in the hotel.” 
 
    “You can’t come with me.” 
 
    “I am coming with you. I am already with you.” 
 
    “It will only make things worse. Soko is a jealous type; she will misinterpret what we are.” 
 
    “What are we anyway?” Kudzu asked, tilting her ale toward him. 
 
    “Good friends.” 
 
    “I agree, we are good friends,” she said after a long pause. “You have opened my eyes to much about the human world that I did not know of previously.” 
 
    “You have done the same to me with yokai. You and Jelmay.” 
 
    “We learn from each other. I don’t want to talk about the bakeneko.” 
 
    “Neither do I,” Danzen told her, a strand of his hair falling into his face. He swept it back and finished his ale. 
 
    “Should we order more?” Kudzu asked as she tilted her empty flagon toward him. 
 
    “I’ve had enough.” 
 
    She slowly started to nod. “I believe you’re right. I might have had more than I am accustomed to having…” She started to stand but fell; Danzen quickly came to her side and helped her onto her bed. 
 
    “You should morph into your fox form; it may be easier. I will look away.” 
 
    “I don’t care how you see me,” she said. 
 
    Still, Danzen stood with his back to her, giving her plenty of time to transform.  
 
    When he finally turned around, he found her asleep, her face covered in white hair, her robes parted, Kudzu still in her human form. Danzen tucked her in, and just as he was stepping away her gray eyes came alive. 
 
    “You aren’t as bad as you think you are,” she said, a softness to her tone now. 
 
    Danzen nodded and finished tucking her in.  
 
    He returned to the table and cleaned up, leaving the empty plates, leftovers, and flagons in the hallway for the ship staff to retrieve later. 
 
    He turned back to his bed and removed his weapons, keeping Astra in its scabbard so he could sleep next to it. Danzen opened a window and got under the covers. It was then that he looked over at Kudzu to see that she was staring at him, her white hair slightly in her eyes. 
 
    “I meant what I said,” she told him.  
 
    “You are drunk.”  
 
    She tilted her head just a little, her eyes still locked on. “That’s true.” 
 
    “Good night, Kudzu.” 
 
    “Good night, Pilgrim.” 
 
    Danzen waited for her to say something else, but she never did, Kudzu turning away from him.  
 
    The former assassin relaxed onto his back and stared up at the ceiling of the ship, watching the moon reflect off the water and cast dancing light waves across the wooden planks above. 
 
    The boat creaked. Soon, he was asleep. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Predictably, Kudzu was a bit hungover the next morning when they arrived in Arsi. Because of this, Danzen decided it would be best to take Jelmay’s advice from their previous trip and stay on the ship so they could eat a meal before they departed. 
 
    They did just that, Kudzu eventually apologizing for her drunken behavior the previous night. 
 
    “I don’t know what came over me,” she said, shame in her eyes. 
 
    “It’s fine,” he assured her. “You didn’t do anything out of character.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but I still feel like it’s something I should apologize for.”  
 
    She glanced out the porthole, which revealed the southern banks of the city where the Floating Lantern Festival would take place. Arsi was crowded with people; it was clear that tonight would be a kickoff event, the sky clear, no moisture in the air.  
 
    Because they held the Floating Lantern Festival during monsoon season, the organizers usually chose several starting days just in case it rained. The festivities would go until the next rain came. Sometimes it only lasted a single night; other times it could span a week, which could grow taxing on a city or a larger village, most of the residents drunk, the air, trees, and nearby bodies of water littered with paper lanterns. 
 
    There were also superstitions tied to the Floating Lantern Festival regarding how long it lasted. If it stayed dry for three days, there would be a good harvest; if it went long, the harvest would come late; if there was only a night or two without rain, the farmers should expect a flood that year. 
 
    Danzen didn’t really buy into any of the superstitions; he had generally been busy on the holiday as it was a great time to pick up contracts, considering people were traveling and generally less protected or forced to adjust rapidly to a new environment, which always created an opportunity in his former line of work. 
 
    After the two finished their breakfasts, Kudzu relaxed on the bed with a wet cloth on her forehead while Danzen once again went through the steps he had learned to bend his echo.  
 
    He couldn’t tell if there was truly something different about bending it now compared to when he first started, but he did feel like the power was coming to him more quickly. As soon as he took Astra in his hands and found his stance, Danzen got lost in his own thoughts, returning to his intentions whenever he strayed too far. 
 
    Bend and bend well. 
 
    They left the ship a little later, some of the last people to get off. Danzen headed toward the bridge that passed over the Sakai River, in the direction of Kunta the blacksmith’s home. He wasn’t going to pay the man a visit; he recalled the last time that he had used his Demon Speak ability to tell the man and his son to forget about him completely.  
 
    There really was no point in him stopping by again, even if the festival was on the southern side of the city not far from Kunta’s place, the festivities held in fields of dirt that were cycled out every few years to keep the land from spoiling. 
 
    He meant it when he told the blacksmith they were even. 
 
    It was on the southern side of Arsi, amidst a crowd of people preparing for the festival with their families, merchants setting up shops, and children running with paper lanterns, that Danzen located a large hotel with a terra-cotta roof.  
 
    It was a grand hotel, newly built with all the signs of quality construction he’d come to notice in watching Khamdo’s work. Danzen chose this place specifically because the hotel had balconies that had access to the rooftop, which was where he would likely observe the crowd, looking for any floating ghouls. 
 
    “We will need a room with a balcony,” he told the hotel clerk that greeted them once they entered the establishment, the man in precisely pressed robes, his hair parted down the middle, a cleverness about his eyes. 
 
    “I’m sorry, my lord, but we are sold out for the evening.” 
 
    “Have all the guests arrived?” 
 
    The man shook his head. 
 
    Danzen turned to Kudzu, who shrugged, the fox woman in her green robes and a chestplate, the sword Jelmay had bought her sheathed at her side.  
 
    “We need a room with a balcony,” Danzen said, summoning his Demon Speak power. “Give us the room that was last booked, and prepare something else for the travelers when they arrive.” 
 
    As it had numerous times before, his power worked immediately.  
 
    The man offered Danzen a short nod and noted some things down before he called for a woman in the room behind him. The other hotel clerk approached; the man informed her that Danzen and Kudzu would be taking the Lantern Suite, as it was known. 
 
    “The Lantern Suite? That room is already booked…” 
 
    “Yes, by these two individuals,” said the clerk, the woman bowing her head just a hair.  
 
    “Certainly, my apologies.” 
 
    Once Danzen had paid for the room, the woman led them up a flight of stairs to an absolutely stunning space. The heavily perfumed room was notable with its large four-poster bed, a turquoise chaise lounge next to it, and a small, marble top side table. There was an eating area in the room and a remarkably large washroom. Upon stepping out onto the balcony, Danzen and Kudzu found a table there too, Kudzu enamored by the place. 
 
    “This is beautiful,” she said as soon as the woman who had led them to the room departed. “Truly stunning.” 
 
    “You will have to thank Jelmay.” 
 
    “Will I? I recall you using your power to get us this room.” 
 
    “I still left them some of his money.” 
 
    Kudzu took a seat at the outside table, the white-haired woman casting her gaze over the festival grounds, which were quickly filling with people preparing for the night’s festivities. “I’ll think about it.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Kudzu never did agree to letting Danzen go searching for Soko alone, which forced Danzen to come up with a strategy to get her to sleep that he hoped would work. 
 
    It was night now, and people outside were already lighting candles and placing them in the paper lanterns, the air littered with glowing orbs, the scene incredibly surreal. It was as they ate dinner together, a small meal of baked fish and potatoes, that Danzen started drinking. 
 
    No part of him was interested in getting drunk, but his actions had their intended effect, Kudzu also drinking alongside him. 
 
    “So… you don’t think she will be here tonight?” she asked as he refilled her flagon. 
 
    “Likely not. It is just the start of the festivities and it doesn’t look like it’s going to rain. Perhaps Soko is out there, but there really is no telling.” 
 
    They purposely had the blinds drawn to prevent anyone outside from seeing in. With her form, Soko could easily float up to the balconies of any of the hotels if she so desired. 
 
    “Well, if we are relaxing for the night, we should at least watch the paper lanterns.” 
 
    “There will be more tomorrow,” Danzen started to tell her. 
 
    Kudzu tilted her head as she looked at him. “Why do I feel like you aren’t telling me something?” 
 
    “No reason. If you want to look at the lanterns, let’s do so.” 
 
    He pressed away from the table and grabbed his ale, Kudzu doing the same. He led the fox woman to the balcony, Danzen with his sword at his side just in case. 
 
    “This is more beautiful than it is in the valley,” Kudzu said, taking in the sights, enough paper lanterns floating in the air now that they blotted out the stars, casting hues of color onto the crowded field below. 
 
    “This is why people come here for the Floating Lantern Festival,” he told her. “They really do a good job of it in Arsi.” 
 
    “I can see that,” Kudzu said as she took another sip of her ale. 
 
    Eventually, the two went inside, Danzen happy to have the drapes shut again. 
 
    Kudzu looked at the large bed and yawned. “I suppose there is room for the two of us here.” 
 
    “You take the bed, enjoy it. I can rest here on this couch,” he said, motioning toward the turquoise chaise lounge. 
 
    “I don’t bite, you know,” she said with a chuckle. “Well, I suppose I do. Ugh, I hate to say this, but I’m getting used to being human. There are some serious advantages,” she told him, sweeping her hand across the room. “Please don’t tell Jelmay I said that.” 
 
    “There really are, and your secret is safe with me.” 
 
    Danzen sat, waiting for Kudzu to get comfortable on the bed. It took some time, but she eventually fell asleep. 
 
    He didn’t like lying to her, but he also didn’t want Soko to do anything to Kudzu. He was certain he could either handle the assassin himself, or die trying. Either way, Kudzu didn’t need to be involved. 
 
    Danzen waited for another thirty minutes, and after he was sure Kudzu was out for the night, he slowly dressed in his armor. 
 
    Once his armor was on, and his weapons were in their sheaths, Danzen placed the momiiji mask over his face, and stepped to the balcony, the floorboard creaking beneath him. He paused, waiting for Kudzu to say or do something. When she didn’t, he slipped out to the balcony, and jumped to the rooftop from there. 
 
    Danzen looked out over the festival, seeing now that some of the people had started to head home. This didn’t mean it wasn’t crowded, it only meant that those who were still out were likely intoxicated in some way, most of the families preparing to leave for the night. 
 
    Even if it was less crowded than it was earlier, there were still plenty of people out, the festivities looking like they would run all night.  
 
    Danzen dropped to the ground and followed the sound of children’s voices, the former assassin now seeing that many of the people in the crowd also wore masks, some with terrible visages, other masks featuring joyous faces. Some were even yokai in nature, a white fox, a horned reptile, something that resembled a bakeneko.  
 
    He stopped when he found the children laughing and pointing at what they must have assumed was a magic trick, the woman slowly spinning in the air in front of them. 
 
    He had seen Soko perform for people before, even back when she still had feet. With the makeup and the masks that she wore, her appearance was often too odd for public settings. But at a festival where people wore masks, she fit right in, Soko able to finally be herself. 
 
    One of the children spotted Danzen and gasped at his demonic visage, which caught Soko’s attention. She turned to find Danzen standing there, her shoulders lowering some, the female assassin tilting her head as she took him in. 
 
    “Run along, children,” she said, the white-masked woman said in a nonchalant tone. Once the children were gone, she spoke again. “I want to see your face.” 
 
    Danzen removed his mask, strands of his dark-brown hair brushing over his eyes.  
 
    Soko removed her mask as well, her face bleached white with veins reaching around the contours of her chin, a few almost reaching her nose, her lips black, her dark eyes only visible because of the floating lanterns above. 
 
    “How did you know I would be here?” she asked. 
 
    It hadn’t been the first time Danzen had felt something shift in his heart when seeing her. He knew to ignore the sensation, that it would eventually fade away as all things did. 
 
    “Were you expecting me?” 
 
    “I can’t say.” She motioned for him to walk with her, her cloak completely covering her arms. Danzen knew she had a blade with her, but this didn’t stop him from joining his ex-lover, the two moving away from the crowd, Soko floating about a foot off the ground. “I didn’t know if you would remember the times we’ve had during this festival.” 
 
    “How could I forget?” he asked. 
 
    “I never know what to expect from you, but I wasn’t going to miss the festival.” 
 
    “The contract has been canceled.” 
 
    Soko turned to him, her pale white hand coming out of a slit in her black cloak as she placed her mask back over her face. 
 
    Danzen did the same. 
 
    “I like that mask on you,” she said. “It brings out your demonic side.” 
 
    “I don’t like the mask on you; I’d rather look at your real face.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I prefer the mask.” 
 
    The two were quiet for a moment, both staring at each other with their masks on. 
 
    “As I was saying, the contract is canceled. We don’t have to do this any longer,” Danzen finally said. 
 
    “But there is a new contract, from a young woman named Sumi. She’s quite angry at you, at least from what I can tell. And she’s paying more than Biren Yeshe for your head on a plate. To sweeten the contract, she has also put up her Sunyata talisman as part of the contract. Won’t you let me bring Sumi your head? Others are looking for you now; for me, Danzen, couldn’t you just make this easy for me?” 
 
    He offered her a grim smile. “I’m not ready to die.” 
 
    “No one is, but you have lived a good enough life and your death will bring a lot of people happiness.” 
 
    “Do you want to kill me?” 
 
    “At times, yes. You did kill Norwin Dawa, and he and I had… grown close.” 
 
    “He attacked me twice. I should have killed him the first time he came for me.” 
 
    Soko huffed. “He underestimated you; I won’t make the same mistake as him.” 
 
    “I found out more about my past and I met my mother,” Danzen told her. “The more I learn about my life, the more I want to put it behind me. If that includes finally stopping you, then that is what will need to happen. But it is not what I want.” 
 
    “If you stop me, there will just be others. Thane has joined the hunt.” 
 
    “Thane?” Danzen asked, remembering their instructor at the Brotherhood who wore bladed gauntlets. He had been one of the most powerful men Danzen had ever seen before, one of the first to witness Danzen’s demonic power. “Why would he take Sumi’s contract?” 
 
    “Biren Yeshe was his teacher. He took personal offense to you slaughtering his teacher. Don’t fall for his ‘raised by wolves’ story; Thane’s no different than you or I when it comes to how he was raised.” 
 
    “But he was banned from the Brotherhood.” 
 
    “He was banned from being an instructor because of his unorthodox ways. There are others.” 
 
    “Then let them come.” Danzen placed his hand on Nomin’s short sword, Soko’s eyes dropping to it. “But you don’t need to die. I have already—”  
 
    “—You killed Nomin?” she asked, interrupting him. 
 
    “She wouldn’t have stopped coming for me, so I stopped her. I don’t think I can articulate how serious I am when I say that I want to be left alone. My past is my past, and there are things I can’t change, like my demon father or…” 
 
    The ends of Soko’s cloak wavered in the air. “Your demon father?” 
 
    “My father is the ruler of Diyu. This is something I’ve recently learned.” 
 
    Soko started laughing. “Do you believe what everyone tells you? What evidence do you have that your father is the ruler of hell?” 
 
    “Aside from my blood, I also have a brother…”  
 
    “You fool. You are an orphan, one that was abandoned just like I was. There is nothing special about your origin or mine.” 
 
    “I met my mother.” 
 
    “Your mother was a whore.” 
 
    “No…” Danzen said, his eyes darting to the people moving around them, the spectators watching the paper lanterns float in the air. They still weren’t far enough away from the crowd for him to feel comfortable. “She confirmed what I had already been told, that she was raped by a demon.” 
 
    “Raped by a demon?” Soko laughed yet again. “You have become quite gullible in the two years since your departure. The only demons here are us,” she said, motioning from Danzen to herself. “Just look at us. We are the demons of this world, Danzen.” 
 
    He glanced from the space beneath her robes to her face, Soko’s dark hair pressed back now by her mask, the ends batting in a slight breeze. 
 
    “It’s true; she was raped, my father was a demon, and now he’s the ruler of Diyu.” 
 
    “You will believe anything to smooth over the truth of your past, to pave over the fact that you have slayed countless people; that you yourself, regardless of whatever blood origin you think you have or what happens when you are cut, are an actual demon. You are a bringer of death, Danzen, a demonic force, evil incarnate, a child of chaos raised to slaughter, a true monster. And I am no different.” 
 
    “Say what you will, but what I’m offering here, what I would like, is a truce. I don’t want any harm to come to you, and I am not ready to die, not yet. There’s something that I must do.” 
 
    “Something you must do? What could that possibly be?” 
 
    “I have started learning to bend my echo.” 
 
    This caused Soko to pause. “You? Bend your echo?” 
 
    “I have to grow stronger. According…” Danzen realized after what he’d just said how foolish this was going to sound to Soko. Still, he wanted to come clean with her. “According to a prophecy I’ve recently learned of, I’m going to need my strength sooner rather than later. My brother is looking for me.” 
 
    “Your demon brother, right?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. “I am only half-demon; he is full demon.” 
 
    “Then he would’ve already found you by now. If this so-called brother of yours is looking for you, he knows where you are. He has probably been watching you. Have you noticed anyone or anything watching you?” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. 
 
    “Coming from someone who went through the Brotherhood’s training alongside you: if there is someone hunting you, and they were an all-powerful demon, they would have already found you by now, or they would be watching you. It’s simple logic.” 
 
    He shook his head, ignoring what she was saying. “I also hope that in doing so I will get control over something else in my life.” 
 
    “Your hellspawns?” she asked, her tone with a hint of emotion. It was clear that she felt for him in that regard, whether she believed he was half-demon or not, Soko was intimately familiar with what happened when he broke the skin. “You should be fine with all that armor.” 
 
    “I don’t want them to be unleashed, especially at a place like this,” Danzen said, sweeping his arm toward the crowd.  
 
    “At a place like this, huh?” Soko flashed away and reappeared behind him, Danzen feeling a sharp sensation in his side, where there was an opening in his armor. “Perhaps you shouldn’t have come for me,” she said as she drove her blade deeper into the space just beneath his ribcage, her lips inches away from his ear. “Let’s play, Danzen Ravja.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen recognized the feeling of utter anguish and fury rippling through him; he recognized the portals that had started to appear on the fairgrounds, a dark mist taking shape, clawed hands lifting from the portals, warm blood dripping down the side of his body, chaos causing him to see red. 
 
    Animosity incarnate.  
 
    “What… what have you done?” he asked Soko. The cloaked woman now stood before him with her blade drawn, blood dripping from its tip. It wasn’t the same blade she had engaged him with back in Tudan; it was a new weapon, with a light-gray energy radiating off its blade. 
 
    “You should know by now that there is no honor among assassins.” 
 
    She came for him; Danzen sidestepping her opening attack. His side wound tore even more as he lifted his hand in the air and went for the grip of his Blade of Darkness. He would end this.  
 
    He would… 
 
    Danzen saw one of the children that Soko had been entertaining earlier slip into one of the portals, a grizzled, blackened hand latching onto the child’s leg. The young girl cried out as she tried desperately to claw her way out of the portal. 
 
    Calling on his superhuman speed, which was only heightened now because of his wound, Danzen bolted toward the child. He thrust his glaive into the portal, his muscles bulging as it cut into one of his hellspawns, the creature letting out a terrifying shriek. 
 
    Danzen severed the demon’s arm and saved the child. He kicked the demon back into the portal, and was just seeing the child off when Soko launched herself at him. His armor absorbed most of her next attack aside from a small cut toward his forearm, which Danzen quickly forgot about as he caught sight of more people.  
 
    “Soko, no!” he shouted, his Demon Speak power coming to him naturally. Turning to the crowd, which was swelling around him, people screaming as they tried to run away, Danzen began shouting orders: “Run! Protect women and children. Do not fight back! Do not go near the portals!” 
 
    One of his own demons slammed into him, the muscled hellspawn gnashing its razor-sharp teeth in his face as it tried to overpower Danzen. Soko drove her blade into the side of its head, the tip of her weapon spritzing the air with ichor. 
 
    “Consider it a favor.” As she withdrew her blade, she tilted her head and took Danzen in again, her facial expression disguised by her mask.  
 
    Danzen went for his boomerang sword, which he quickly loosed to his right, the blade driving into the back of one of his demons and returning to his hand now drenched in black blood. 
 
    “Which weapon will you fight me with?” Soko asked. “I’m waiting…” 
 
    Rather than respond, Danzen threw Astra at her. 
 
    Soko flashed away, his boomerang sword back in his hand by the time she reappeared behind him, Danzen already anticipating her next attack.  
 
    “Nice try,” she grunted as she swung her sword at him. 
 
    He blocked her strike with the pole of his glaive and shoved Soko backward, darkness gathering around the tip of his weapon. He would have sent it forward had it not been for people scrambling to get away from the two of them.  
 
    He had to be careful. 
 
    Danzen knew that his blade was even more powerful at night, and he didn’t want any more collateral damage than there would already be considering his creations. With this in mind, he sheathed his Blade of Darkness. Danzen was just about to swing Astra at Soko when she teleported behind him and dropped low for her next attack, Danzen jumping just in time to avoid her strike. 
 
    “Soko, no!” 
 
    But his power had no effect on her; Soko had warped her echo to an insane degree through her consumption of Sunyata remnants, the female assassin relentless in her pursuit to kill Danzen.  
 
    Realizing that there was no hope in trying to reason with her, he spun, his hand wrapping around the grip of Nomin’s weapon, which he used to stop Soko’s next swing. 
 
    With both swords drawn, Danzen made an X with his blades and kicked her forward, his eyes darting to a particularly large hellspawn that was approaching a local man defending a fallen comrade. 
 
    Danzen loosed his famed blade at the demon, Astra getting stuck in its back. The beast bellowed; it turned to him and roared, saliva flying out of its terrible maw, its teeth growing larger as they tore out of its jaw. 
 
    Danzen flung himself at the demon, the former assassin driving his shoulder into its chest. As they hit the ground, he quickly flitted Nomin’s blade into the hellspawn’s abdomen, each stab spritzing the air with blackened blood. 
 
    The mist that now covered the festival grounds was only made worse by the chaos caused by people leaving the scene. City guards fought demons along the perimeter of the festival grounds, some of them turning to flee as well once they caught sight of the stampede of civilians heading their way.  
 
    Danzen couldn’t see all of this, but he got a sense of what was happening as he finally killed the brute of a hellspawn, various sounds coming to him all at once. Using his foot as leverage, he withdrew his sword, the scream of a woman grabbing his attention. 
 
    Danzen was just turning to the sound when he was knocked to the side by a flash of black. 
 
    Soko hovered over him as he tried to get back to his feet. She thrust her blade forward and he was able to block it. He heard the woman cry out again, Danzen prone for just a second too long. 
 
    Soko’s sword passed through the flesh under Danzen’s chin and out his opposite cheek.  
 
    The pain forced flashes of red on Danzen’s pane of vision and shattered the side of his mask, which now hung from its strap around his neck. 
 
    All he could taste was his own blood as Soko slowly withdrew her blade, the former assassin now on his knees, his mouth on fire, the pain radiating to his neck, crimson ichor gushing down his chin. 
 
    Knowing that more portals were opening, Danzen slowly began to look up at Soko, his muscles tensing as she used the tip of her sword to lift his chin. 
 
    “I got you there, didn’t I?” she asked, a hint of remorse in her tone. “Submit to me; let me capture you alive. You have no reason for living.” 
 
    “No…” he managed to say, the front of Danzen’s armor now saturated with blood leaking from the wound under his chin, his voice haggard. 
 
    “Have it your way.” 
 
    A flash of white brought Soko to the ground.  
 
    The white fox latched onto the back of her neck, the female assassin screaming as Kudzu sunk her teeth into her neck. 
 
    It was less than a second, but in that moment, Kudzu looked up to Danzen, her gray eyes filled with both concern and anger, which had a way of inspiring him to get to his feet and rejoin the fight. 
 
    But Soko was fast.  
 
    It wasn’t much longer before she had flung Kudzu off her back, the ghoul of a woman now floating in front of Danzen, one hand on the back of her neck as she realized how badly she was bleeding from the bite. Soko was oblivious to the chaos and madness before her, dozens of demons now hunting their way through the crowd that was trying desperately to leave the festival grounds. 
 
    “It appears you have a companion,” Soko said, seething. “Until next time, Danzen.” 
 
    She flashed in front of him, bent forward and kissed Danzen on the forehead.  
 
    The female assassin disappeared before he could drive his blade through her center mass. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Kudzu asked, her nostrils flaring, ears flitted back. “Danzen, can you hear me? Are you—?” 
 
    “I’ll heal,” Danzen said, his voice raspy, words hard to pronounce, his attention strained by his hellspawns and the fact that Soko could still attack. “Must… stop my demons.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Something came over Danzen Ravja as he charged off into the mist, where he’d seen a herd of his demons banding together, moving toward the outer perimeter of the festival grounds. They were his creations; they came from him. Why, then, could he not control them? Was this just something he convinced himself?  
 
    Even in the fog of the battle, Danzen got this newfound sense that he could control them. He even found himself stopping in that moment and looking at the backs of their mangled heads as they charged forward, kicking up dirt and discarded paper lanterns. 
 
    Danzen blinked twice, and his hellspawns stopped, as if they were being restrained by invisible chains. 
 
    His control over the demons only lasted a few seconds, but it was long enough for Danzen to realize that this was indeed a possibility, that there could be a time in the future when his curse could become his advantage, that by bending his echo… 
 
    There was no time to think about it now.  
 
    All of the hellspawns twitched as they broke the spell and took off, Danzen no longer in control. 
 
    The line of demons had created an opportunity. As he sheathed his two swords and went for his Blade of Darkness, Danzen conjured up a shadow large enough to cut the entire line of demons down, his next strike finishing off any of the hellspawns still alive.  
 
    His ears honed in on more cries for help, the taste of blood ever present in his mouth. 
 
    He had never been stabbed through the face before; even if he knew it would heal, the taste of blood and his tongue convulsing reminded him that no matter how much demon blood was coursing through his body, he was still human. 
 
    He could still die. 
 
    With this in mind, he began hunting his own hellspawns, occasionally joined by Kudzu, who pointed them out to Danzen.  
 
    He was a true predator now, descending upon his hellspawns while they were distracted, while they terrorized locals. He realized once some city guards saw him that he too looked demonic, Danzen drenched in blood, a broken demon mask around his neck, his armor glistening, two swords at his waist and an incredible glaive wrapped in black shadow held tightly in his hands. 
 
    “Run,” he told them, his voice scratchy. 
 
    Even if he wasn’t loud, his Demon Speak ability still worked, the guards taking off. 
 
    Time became a blur peppered by red flashes of terrifying faces. 
 
    By the time Danzen was finished killing all of his creations, the festival grounds were littered with corpses, most from his demons, but others from festival goers, the smaller ones hurting Danzen the most.  
 
    Children. 
 
    He was a fool for meeting Soko here, but now wasn’t the time to hate himself; now was the time to make haste, to get as far away from Arsi as he could before daylight came. 
 
    Danzen took a step forward and started to fall to one knee. It was as if every ounce of strength he had was sucked out of him. His vision wavered, and for a moment he saw doubles, triples, his surroundings no longer making sense.  
 
    He held himself up with the pole of his glaive. He caught his breath as Kudzu approached him, the white fox’s coat stained with red and black blood. 
 
    “Sorry…” he told her, the word easier to pronounce than it would have been just minutes ago. It was amazing how quickly he healed from his wounds. As his vision melted into focus, Danzen started to feel nauseated, a sensation he hadn’t experienced in quite some time. 
 
    “This was why I needed to come along,” she said, gritting her teeth. “Look what you have done.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t have happened…” But he couldn’t finish those words. He didn’t know how Soko would have acted if Kudzu had been with him in her human form. 
 
    “How did your demons get unleashed? How did this happen?” she demanded. 
 
    “Soko tricked me,” he said, Danzen able to speak normally now, the wound beneath his chin already starting to heal up. There would always be a scar, one at the bottom of his chin and the other one on the side of his cheek, but he could deal with that. His scars were simply a topographical history of what he had suffered through. 
 
    “We need to go.” 
 
    “I know we do,” he said. 
 
    “We should go back to the hotel first so you can change clothing; leave your robes behind. You did bring a spare set, correct?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. “Yes, the ones Jelmay bought me.” 
 
    “We should pack my things as well. I will stay in this form and we will travel on foot back to the Valley.” 
 
    “It will take a few days. I know an easier way.” 
 
    “You do?” she asked. “How?” 
 
    “We’ll go to the harbor along the Sakai River. One of the fishermen can take us back. That’s how I returned last time. Even with this,” he said, motioning toward the dozens of corpses, “the river is far enough away from here that the fishermen probably haven’t heard what happened. Not yet, anyway, and if they have, I’ll use my power. It will be faster than going on foot.” 
 
    “To be clear: you are saying we will be in a boat, a small one, for up to two days, right?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    The white fox grimaced and was just starting to turn away from him when she stopped. “I’m glad you didn’t die, but if you ever lie to me like that again, Danzen, Soko and your brother for that matter will be the least of your worries. I’ll kill you myself.” 
 
    And with that, she took off, headed toward their hotel room.

  

 
   
    Part Seven 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen and Kudzu reached the Sakai River and headed straight to the harbor, where they hoped to find the fishermen just arriving after a long night of trying their luck. The water had a black hue to it, the waves tipped in deep purple as they sloshed against the docks. 
 
    They didn’t encounter the same man that Danzen had met the previous time he needed to travel quickly away from Arsi, but they did come across a fisherman wearing a conical hat who was just rowing up, the man with an overbite and threadbare clothing. 
 
    “Can I help you, my lord?” the man asked, peering up at them. 
 
    “We need you to take us to Tudan, now,” said Danzen, summoning his power. 
 
    “Of course.” With an exaggerated grunt, the fisherman tossed the mooring to Danzen, who held it while Kudzu climbed into the boat.  
 
    Once she was settled, Danzen did the same, all of his gear with him. After the fisherman gave his catch to another who had just pulled up, one whom Danzen also had to take under a spell using his Demon Speak ability, the three set off. 
 
    “Not another boat ride,” Kudzu said, the yokai now in her human form, her brow furrowed. The velvety waves of the Sakai River were illuminated by stars and paper lanterns that had run astray, almost mirroring the stars above. It was a serene scene, one that was a far cry from the chaos and death of the festival grounds.  
 
    Danzen was keenly aware that this could change relatively quickly, especially as news spread through Arsi what had happened. He needed to push them along even faster, which meant exerting control over the boat. Danzen reached for the extra oars and helped propel the boat along, the former assassin putting his strength into it. 
 
    “By the light of Sunyata…” the fisherman said as they cut through the water. 
 
    Danzen paddled even faster, a surge of anger coming to him as he relived what Soko had done, how she had betrayed their code of honor. He wanted to fight her properly, not after a surprise attack while also having to clean up his own demons. 
 
    Maybe she was right, maybe there really was no honor among assassins. But he thought she was better than that, especially with what they had been through in the past. 
 
    Once he realized that his strokes could potentially capsize the boat, Danzen slowed. He soon found himself in a meditative state as he matched the fisherman’s movements, the two whisking through the night. He couldn’t see Kudzu, who sat behind them, but he got a sense that she was relieved. 
 
    The temperature dropped just a hair. The lights of the city and the floating lanterns no longer danced along the surface waves as the former assassin now thought about how he had momentarily taken control of his demons.  
 
    He remembered the group of hellspawn stopping dead in their tracks, Danzen on the verge of commanding them when they started up again. 
 
    It had happened; he’d truly turned a page in the book of better understanding his power. Now he had to work harder at bending his echo.  
 
    It was becoming increasingly apparent that doing so would aid him greatly. Danzen needed to float the stone, and from there climb the tiers, while simultaneously moving to the next subranking. And he needed to do so quickly. If he was able to stop his hellspawns at its current level, as a Golden Adept, there really was no telling what he would be able to do once he progressed. 
 
    His focus shifted to the task at hand.  
 
    If he used his power to row all night, there was a chance that he could reach Tudan by morning. To do so, he would need to get the fisherman out of the way; he would also have to seriously harness what strength he had after his brutal fight with Soko. 
 
    “I’ll take over,” he said, his voice still a bit raspy. 
 
    “My lord…” 
 
    “Rest,” he told the fisherman, once again summoning his power. The man dipped his head forward, his eyes shielded by his conical hat. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Kudzu asked, but he could tell by her tone that she was sleepy, Danzen familiar enough with her presence now to recognize when she was about to drift off. 
 
    “You should rest as well,” he said gently. “I will get us there.” 
 
    “You don’t have to bear the weight of the world on your shoulders, you know that, right?” 
 
    “Sometimes it's the easiest way.” 
 
    “I will rest as long as you promise that we will stay in a hotel in Tudan. I want to get back to the valley as much as you do, but there’s no need to overextend ourselves. You may be half-demon, but you’re still human.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Promise?” 
 
    “I promise,” Danzen said, noticing a strain in his throat again. His neck and chin were still covered in blood, and while his wound had healed up, it was still a bit raw, especially when he used his Demon Speak power. 
 
    Soko could have killed him.  
 
    If her blade had been angled just a few hairs to the right, she could have punctured his brain. Danzen didn’t know what that would do to him. He had never experienced something like that before. He recalled Jelmay saying he was practically immortal, but he wasn’t sure if he could come back from a fatal injury like that. This meant that Soko had avoided a death strike, which only made him feel that she had more plans for him, that this was far from over. 
 
    But the next time he encountered her, that would be the end of it.  
 
    There would be no truce, and he wouldn’t let her trick him in the same way she did this time. 
 
    Once again, Danzen felt a surge of anger, a tingling sensation pulsing in his biceps as he pushed the boat forward. His periphery became a blur, Danzen summoning even more strength, his only focus now on what was in front of them, making it to the outpost of Tudan. 
 
    He eventually came to one of the larger ships that transported passengers, people still awake, celebrating on the deck. There was music playing, and many were talking loudly, drunk. Danzen quickly pressed around the ship, continuing on his way, never stopping. 
 
    And it was with this fervor, this superhuman strength and endurance, that he pulled into Tudan late the next morning. Danzen looked absolutely ragged with his purple robes down over his shoulders, his armor tossed in front of him, his scars and muscles on display, his body covered in sweat, dark bags under his eyes. 
 
    “We are here,” he announced to the fisherman and Kudzu. He slowly lowered the oars, his arms screaming as the fisherman came awake and took over from there. 
 
    “Kudzu?” he asked as he looked over his shoulder. 
 
    The fox woman awoke, her eyes widening as she took in all the scars across Danzen’s chiseled back. 
 
    “What happened to you?” she whispered. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    They reached the harbor of Tudan, where Danzen reminded the fisherman to forget about them and gave the fisherman most of the money he had on his person. He saved the kip he owed Khamdo and Selden, plus a little extra for a hotel and a hot meal, as Kudzu had instructed. 
 
    Before Danzen collected his things, he dipped his head into the water and washed the blood away. He’d changed robes and discarded his broken mask after the fiasco last night but had failed to clean his face, the former assassin in a serious hurry to get out of Arsi. 
 
    Dipping his head under had a calming effect, the cool water around his hot skin practically sizzling as he brought his head back out, the water smoothing down his neck and to his chest. The fisherman gave him a funny look, but didn’t say anything.  
 
    Danzen and Kudzu made their way through the market that lined the docks, the sellers calling out to them, a few actually teasing the former assassin and his wet hair as they tried to get him to step into their shop. 
 
    If they only knew. 
 
    The two came to the nearest place to rest, the Sakai Inn, and took the only available room, which happened to have a nice view of the market from its windows. It was a quaint room, cleaner than Danzen expected from the place, the sheets smelling fresh enough that he noticed the scent at the door. 
 
    “You really need to rest,” Kudzu told Danzen.  
 
    Rather than respond, he simply removed his weapons and sat with his back against the bed, the former assassin out cold in a matter of minutes. 
 
    He vaguely recalled Kudzu coming to help him into the bed, something that was confirmed when he awoke several hours later. Danzen assumed by the sun coming through the windows that it was late afternoon, pushing evening. He felt a surge of energy, like he should be somewhere, but all of that settled as he looked up to the fox woman. 
 
    “I thought you would never wake,” Kudzu said, smiling over to him. 
 
    Danzen slowly sat up, his stomach grumbling. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” she asked almost rhetorically. 
 
    “I am, but first, I want to bend my echo.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    For a relatively large outpost, there weren’t many restaurants in Tudan, and the ones that were available had shut down early in observation of the local Floating Lantern Festival. This left Kudzu and Danzen with only one option, the tavern. 
 
    The place didn’t have a stew for the evening as usual, but they did have a flavorful roast that Danzen could smell as soon as they entered the establishment. They were each given quite a helping of the roast, which was garnished with sweet carrots and potatoes, both of them going without ale for the evening. 
 
    If Kudzu was still upset with him for leaving her behind, she hadn’t said anything since they left Arsi. He kept expecting her to, and he was almost relieved when she finally broached the subject after their meal. 
 
    “You know that was wrong of you, right?” she asked, not even giving name to what he had done.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Danzen told her, and he meant it. It felt terrible to betray her. 
 
    “She could have killed you.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    “No, she could have, you know it.” 
 
    “She would have killed me if she wanted to.” Danzen ran his hand along his jawline, where Soko had pierced his flesh. 
 
    “And now she is still out there, and you are back to having to hunt her down once again. This entire trip was for nothing.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Or, perhaps she will come after you this time.” 
 
    “Let’s hope not.” 
 
    Kudzu placed her hand on his arm and squeezed it. “Never do that to me again,” she said, her gray eyes quivering. “Never again. I’m serious.” 
 
    They retired to their room, Danzen wishing it had a private space for him to bathe. There was a public bath available to them, but that would leave Danzen in a situation where he was vulnerable, and he wasn’t too keen on sitting in a heated room with a bunch of other naked men, especially without his famed blade. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Kudzu asked him as he looked toward the balcony. “You are quieter than you normally are.” 
 
    “I feel dirty.” 
 
    “Then bathe.” 
 
    “The public bath isn’t a great option for me,” he told her. “Last time I went to a place like that, I was attacked by a yokai.” 
 
    “I thought you went looking for yokai…” 
 
    He grinned at her, offering the woman one of his rare smiles. “I suppose you’re right.” 
 
    “Let’s head down to the water then,” she said. “You can bathe there. Maybe I will as well, as a fox. It has been a while…” 
 
    “We could just head back to the Valley tonight,” Danzen offered. 
 
    “Absolutely not. We will head back in the morning after rest and a proper breakfast. Knowing you, there is no telling what we will encounter if we head to Chutham now. It would be best for us to be ready for anything. So feel free to figure out a way to clean up, because we’re staying in Tudan for the night.” 
 
    “I don’t have any spare robes,” Danzen told her.  
 
    He had left his bloodstained robes behind in Arsi, realizing that it would be easier to travel without them. His current set, the purple ones he had received as a gift from Jelmay, also had a little blood on them, but they were in much better shape. “The sooner we get back to the Valley, the sooner I can bathe in the stream near my monastery.” 
 
    “Agreed, but this is something that can happen tomorrow,” Kudzu said with a long yawn. She morphed down into her fox form and stepped out of her robes. She yawned again, her tongue curling out of her mouth this time.  
 
    After opening the window to let in a cool breeze, Danzen sat on the floor with his legs crossed beneath him. Kudzu settled in next to him, and together they watched paper lanterns float by. 
 
    “People are going to be talking about what happened in Arsi for the next hundred years,” she said at some point, her eyes starting to glaze over. “What a tragedy.” 
 
    “They are. It may be best never to go back there again.” 
 
    “In an ideal world, sure, but it seems to be a popular access point to the west. Maybe give it some time.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    Kudzu eventually fell asleep on the floor, and once she was out, Danzen scooped her into his arms and took the fox over to her bed. He tucked her in and then returned to where he had been sitting, the former assassin falling into a meditative state as he imagined bending his echo. 
 
    He awoke the next morning lying on the ground and curled to his side, gripping Astra’s scabbard. He had been having a dream about the Asura Forest, climbing a tree, something chasing him. 
 
    He shuddered. 
 
    Once he was up, Danzen let Kudzu rest while he practiced his bending techniques. He noticed that the sensation was stronger now, the power coursing through him. Something was definitely happening; at first, he could have sworn he was imagining it, but now after several days of concentrated practice, there was something else there. 
 
    Danzen slowly pressed his sword forward. He closed his eyes and did the same, noticing energy radiating off the blade, the power cycling back toward his core. 
 
    He was starting to notice more and more that bending his echo felt like moving underwater, resistance all around, yet resistance he could almost latch onto, move and command. Become one with. There was something very fluid about it, as if he were tapping into aether and commanding. Perhaps this was what he had utilized when Danzen had almost stopped his demons from advancing last night. 
 
    Maybe it was further evidence that they truly were all connected, no matter the origin of the species. 
 
    Once Kudzu was up, he waited for her to dress and the two headed downstairs together, his weapons and armor with them, Kudzu with her sword and wearing her armor.  
 
    They ate a quick meal of fried eggs that the inn provided and set off toward Chutham, passing the fields of now-dying flowers outside of the outpost. Heavy rain had forced the plant life to move to their next incarnations, be it a vegetable, fruit, or hopeful tree. 
 
    Change was in the air, and it was invigorating. 
 
    The walk was gorgeous, a sweet smell ever present, some of the fallen flower petals still swept up by the occasional zephyr. Once no one was around, they picked up their pace, but Kudzu wasn’t able to travel as quickly as she could in her fox form, which was something she noted several times as Danzen moved ahead of her. 
 
    It was just past noon that they reached the outskirts of Chutham, where they headed to Selden’s Emporium. Realizing that Kudzu could be sensitive to what she saw inside, Danzen asked her to wait out front. 
 
    “Why can’t I come in, again?” 
 
    The former assassin took a look around, the crowds moving through the streets of Chutham, children chasing one another, three men carrying construction materials to the northern side of the city, which pressed against the Asura Forest. It was still busy because of the festival, and Danzen could only imagine what it would be like at night. 
 
    “This will only take me a moment; I need to retrieve my helmet.” 
 
    Kudzu crossed her arms over her chest. 
 
    “Can’t do that as a fox, can you?” Danzen asked. 
 
    Rather than stick around for her response, he entered Selden’s Emporium to find the bushy-eyebrowed seller behind the counter, hunched over as he examined something with a jeweler’s eyepiece.  
 
    He glanced up at the former assassin, a toothy grin forming on his leathered face. “Pilgrim.” 
 
    Danzen bowed his head slightly. “I’ve come to retrieve my helmet.” 
 
    “I was wondering when you would be back,” Selden said as he set down what he was examining. He cleared his throat, and cracked his knuckles. “I have good news for you.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “Are you familiar with Eva Yin? She said you would be.” 
 
    “I am,” Danzen said, recalling the mysterious madame who ran the pleasure house and her unique power to morph her body. 
 
    “Eva has already paid for your helmet and bought the two books that you wanted. She also had one of her pillowers deliver the money to Khamdo in Suja Village. You’re squared away, everything has been taken care of.” 
 
    “It has?” 
 
    “What Eva wants, Eva gets. You didn’t hear that from me, but that generally is the case. There aren’t many people who wield more power than the woman who runs all the pleasure houses in the Valley. It’s a lucrative position, to say the very least. Anyway, she has the books and your helmet at her establishment. You know where it is?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “I figured you might,” Selden said, barely masking a devilish grin on his face, one that was wide enough that it made the corners of his eyes twitch. “She wants to have tea with you.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Danzen was just turning away when Selden called out to him. “How did your trip to the west go? Did you take care of everything you were hoping to take care of?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “I’ve come to expect these kinds of things.” 
 
    With that, the former assassin stepped outside to find Kudzu still waiting with her arms crossed over her chest, strands of her white hair beating in the subtle breeze. 
 
    “Where’s your helmet?” 
 
    “At Eva Yin’s pleasure house. This may get strange.” 
 
    “See? I told you it was better that we take a hotel last night. Trouble always seems to find you.” 
 
    “Not by choice,” he said, motioning for her to follow him.  
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen was glad that Kudzu was finally going to meet Eva Yin. He suspected that the woman had abused a remnant in some way or another, or perhaps she was wearing a talisman, and he hoped that Kudzu would be able to tell the difference. As they walked alongside one another, he let Kudzu know this, and asked that she pay close attention to the mysterious Eva Yin. 
 
    “Whatever she has done, it has greatly affected her appearance. You’ll see what I mean. She seems to be able to shift forms, but not like you or Jelmay. There’s something different about it.” 
 
    “I’m just wondering why she paid for your items,” Kudzu told him as she kept up with the former assassin. Compared to their last trip west, Kudzu had really gotten better at appearing human, nothing odd about her gait, a naturalness to her movement now that wasn’t quite the case before. 
 
    “I can only imagine that it is going to cost me to get them back,” Danzen mumbled. 
 
    “I guess you will just have to see what she has to say. Who knows? Maybe she just bought the items to be kind.” 
 
    “I doubt it.” 
 
    A long building signaled the start of Eva Yin’s expansive pleasure house. The pleasure house blended into the surrounding homes and business establishments better than it should have, the only thing indicating that it was a brothel being the red door and the hint of perfume in the air, which offset the seemingly innocuous look of the building.  
 
    Danzen was just about to knock on the door when it opened on its own. 
 
    Eva Yin stood before him in a tight corset, her skirt made from pink silk and covered in butterflies and hummingbirds. Her eye makeup was elaborate and sharp, and the madame’s lips were the color of drying blood, her hair up in a tight bun, a sheen to it, a floral scent wafting all around her person the next thing to meet Danzen’s nostrils.  
 
    “Pilgrim.” Eva Yin brought a hand fan up to her face and covered her lips for a moment as she took him in. The fan featured an image of a crane with golden wings lifting into the air, and as she held it in place, she turned her focus to Kudzu. “And who are you?” 
 
    “I’m with him,” said the white fox. 
 
    “You have wonderful ears,” Eva Yin told her in a tone that told Danzen that she knew more than she was letting on.  
 
    Once again, Danzen found himself semi-enchanted by the woman. He recalled how she had changed forms before his very eyes to that of another woman, how there was something eerily enchanting about her demeanor.  
 
    “Please, come in,” Eva said as she motioned them inside.  
 
    A large man with a sword sheathed at his waist and a hood over his head stood guard before the door that led to the pillower’s rooms. There were only two seats in the small lobby to the right; Eva took one, Danzen gesturing for Kudzu to sit. 
 
    “No, I think I’ll stand,” she said. 
 
    “This won’t be long,” Eva assured both of them. “You wouldn’t be here if Selden hadn’t said something, so I suppose we should cut to the point: I decided to help you by purchasing the items you were indebted for,” she said before turning to another room. “I’ll be right back with them.” She stepped out, Kudzu immediately looking at Danzen.  
 
    “I don’t like this place.” 
 
    “It’s not for me either,” he said. 
 
    “And I see what you are saying about her. Something is certainly off.” 
 
    “Do you think she has bent her echo, or is it something else?” he whispered, but by that point Eva was stepping back into the room. 
 
    “Both,” the mysterious woman said as she sat, the two yokai books in her possession along with Danzen’s sugawara helmet. “I spent quite a bit of time bending my echo when I was a girl,” she explained. “You live in the monastery outside of Suja Village, correct?” 
 
    Danzen nodded.  
 
    “That’s where I studied. I learned quite a bit there, but then I found that there were faster ways to get the power that I desired. It doesn’t always work out that there is a faster way to get what one desires, but in this case it did. Sunyata talismans and remnants are a much better way to gain more power, if that is your goal. What is your goal, Pilgrim?” 
 
    “Why did you buy my things?” he asked, changing the subject. 
 
    “I also paid off your carpenter friend. And to answer your question, I bought them because I can afford to; I figured that if I did you a favor, you would be inclined to do me a favor.” 
 
    “And if he doesn’t agree?” asked Kudzu. 
 
    “If he doesn’t agree, then I will simply give your things back and we can end our partnership permanently. But I wouldn’t suggest that, there may come a point where you need me in the future. I’m quite influential in the Valley.” 
 
    “What would you like me to do?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “It isn’t a very difficult task, nothing like last time, when I had you go after Harsha. I simply need you to deliver something to my brother, a letter to be exact. Sadly, we have become estranged over the years, and I would like to speak with him, to let him know of my…” Eva Yin hesitated. “It’s a personal matter, but I would like him to know about it, to treat me. If anyone in the Valley can do something about it, it’s him.” 
 
    “And where is your brother?” 
 
    “In the Panchen Mountains. He’s a hermit there.” 
 
    “Dalan?” Kudzu asked.  
 
    “Why, yes, that’s him. Have you met my younger brother?” Before either of them could answer, Eva began fanning herself again. “I assume that you would have, considering you live so close to his home. My request is that…” 
 
    “Danzen Ravja!” a voice screamed from outside. 
 
    Eva paused and looked to the door of her pleasure house. “That doesn’t sound like a very kind invitation to speak.” She pinched her pointer finger and thumb together; her security guard withdrew his sword, and ran out. 
 
    The three of them heard a garbled cry, Danzen immediately going for his famed blade. 
 
    “Danzen Ravja!” the voice shouted again, and it was then that he recognized who the voice belonged to. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen stepped outside to find an armored man standing in the street, a red mask over his face, demonic in nature, with a single sharp horn on the forehead. Extending from the man’s arms were two retractable blades. Lying before him was Eva’s security guard, the guard disemboweled, his body twitching, mouth agape, eyes rolled into the back of his head. 
 
    “Thane,” Danzen said to his former instructor. 
 
    A crowd had since gathered, a few of the spectators with their hands over their mouths, others with hungry looks in their eyes, anticipating a fight. 
 
    “Leave,” Danzen commanded all of them, summoning his Demon Speak power.  
 
    He knew this wouldn’t work on Thane, the imposing figure hyper-focused on Danzen as the crowd dispersed around him. 
 
    The way Thane’s armor hugged his body and his sheer size cut with the strange way he held himself—hunched over, as if he were about to pounce—only added to his former teacher’s intimidating stature. 
 
    The demonic mask covering his features didn’t help. 
 
    “You may be wondering why I am here, Danzen Ravja,” Thane said, his voice just as guttural as Danzen remembered it. “A contract was placed on your head, one that would be worth my while to collect. You also killed my teacher, Biren Yeshe; I will avenge his death, and if I fail, my students will come for you. Either way, your life is over.” 
 
    Thane spun forward, Danzen familiar with the unique way that he fought, the man utilizing his blades together as if they were a propeller. To his knowledge, Thane hadn’t bent his echo. But his weapons had clearly been forged with remnants, and possibly embedded with talismans, his speed and strength amplified by the two weaponized gauntlets. 
 
    He blocked both of Thane’s attacks with his sword up high and attempted to cut into him after quickly withdrawing Nomin’s blade. Thane pressed back before he could do so. 
 
    “So you have killed her as well?” the masked man asked, his eyes falling onto the basket-hilted short sword.  
 
    Danzen nodded.  
 
    “Pity. Nomin was one of the best we had.” 
 
    “It was her choice.” 
 
    “You say that as if you didn’t have a choice in the matter?” 
 
    “Was I supposed to let her kill me?” 
 
    Danzen noticed Kudzu start to take a step forward and stopped her with his arm. He knew that Thane’s opening attack was just a taste of the man’s true power. He didn’t want anything to happen to Kudzu. 
 
    Thane launched into his next attempt, the man whirling his blade so quickly that he was a blur, Danzen parrying a few of his attacks, and blocking some of the others. The clink and clank of their swords ricocheted off the walls of the closely knit buildings around them. The city guards would show up sooner rather than later, which would only complicate things. 
 
    As much as he tried, Danzen couldn’t get a hit in, but he could at least disrupt his former instructor’s attacks. He loosed his blade toward Thane’s leg; the man happened to change his position at the last second to block his boomerang sword. 
 
    In the time it took Astra to return to Danzen’s hand, he sheathed Nomin’s sword and went for his Blade of Darkness. There weren’t a lot of shadows around, but there were enough cast by some of the rooftops and other city structures to enhance the tip of the glaive.  
 
    Astra back in its perforated scabbard, Danzen swung his glaive forward. Thane leaped back immediately to avoid the strike. 
 
    “Like Jinkai…” Thane said, referring to a visiting instructor at the Brotherhood who once gave a demo on shadow-fighting.  
 
    Danzen sent another wave of shadow forward; Thane jumped to the covering of a well, and from there to the rooftop across from Eva’s pleasure house. His blades held out at his sides like they were wings, Thane launched himself into the air and brought his arms forward, almost as if he were going to clap his hands together. 
 
    The resulting blast of wind was unavoidable. Danzen did his best to shield himself from it, but he still felt his feet slip a few inches backward. The wind continued to strike him, Danzen’s eyes buffeted with bits of debris, clouding his vision. 
 
    He began spinning his blade almost on instinct, a shield of shadow forming a circle in front of his body just as Thane tried to deliver a fatal blow. 
 
    He was repelled backward, the man tossed into a cart filled with vegetables. The vegetables ruptured and spilt as Thane pressed himself back to his feet. He repositioned his mask, his eyes narrowing on Danzen. 
 
    “You still fight as if you are holding back,” he said, his tone shifted to that of the teacher. “I would have assumed by now that you would fight in a manner that was fitting for the years you’ve spent as an assassin. But no. Your style hasn’t changed much since you were a boy. Your hits are stronger, but you still aren’t summoning your full strength. Have you learned nothing over the decades as an assassin? Tell me, Danzen, when will you fight like your life depends on it?” 
 
    “Let’s take this somewhere else,” Danzen said, ignoring the man’s words. “There is a forest not far from here. We can finish this there.” 
 
    “No, this happens here, and it happens now. Only one of us leaves today with his life intact.” Thane tried for another attack, but Danzen was able to keep him at a distance with his Blade of Darkness, his shadowy thrust sending his former instructor flying backward once again.  
 
    With a huff, Thane launched himself back onto the rooftop, preparing for another wind attack.  
 
    Rather than send forth the powerful gust of air, he conjured a twister of energy that swept Danzen off his feet and into the air, depositing him on the hard topsoil. The twister of energy lifted him and slammed him down again, the wind now bearing down on his back, spiraling as if it were a drill bit, Danzen not able to push himself to his feet. 
 
    “You underestimated me,” Thane said as he slowly stepped over to him.  
 
    Kudzu came in from the right and swung her sword at Danzen’s former instructor, only to be blasted backward by a burst of wind. 
 
    Seeing this caused anger to swell within Danzen, but he was stuck, the force of the wind bearing down on him growing stronger by the second. Soon, it would be able to crush the former assassin. 
 
    Thane was just within striking distance when he fell to his knees. 
 
    “What… What is this?” 
 
    An incredibly old woman in pink robes stepped forward, her hair streaked with gray, wrinkles causing her cheeks to sag. 
 
    Danzen recognized Eva Yin, but he was surprised to see what she did next, the woman simply placing her hand on Thane’s shoulder. 
 
    “What are you?” he asked, Thane’s voice indicating that he was on the precipice of sobbing. “I cannot be… I cannot be defeated in this way. My students will…” 
 
    The wind pinning Danzen down lifted, dust settling all around him. 
 
    “Finish this now so we can go,” Eva said, avoiding eye contact with Danzen. 
 
    There was no honor in killing someone in this way; this thought caused Danzen to hesitate as he slowly got to his feet. 
 
    “What… What is this?” Thane asked again, a bewildered look in his eyes, his pupils twitching left and right. “How…?” 
 
    “I can’t hold him for much longer, Pilgrim. Kill him and let’s be done with this. We have other things we need to be doing,” Eva said, her voice a bit strained, her pupils thin black lines. 
 
    As much as he didn’t like executing him this way, Danzen knew that this fight would only get worse, that it would spread to the city, especially if his demons were unleashed. 
 
    Thane fell forward, his body held erect by his two gauntleted blades, which were stabbed into the ground. Danzen stepped to his side, and as he did, he sheathed his Blade of Darkness on his back. He went for Astra, and brought both hands around its grip. 
 
    “Goodbye,” he told his former instructor. “Sunyata’s blessings.” 
 
    Fwwwitt! 
 
    Thane’s head left his body and hit the ground, blood spurting from the hole in his neck, his form still held up by his two blades. 
 
    Four city guards came, and as they did, Eva turned to them, doing something to their minds that caused them to stop dead in their tracks. 
 
    Two of the guards went for the man Thane had slayed, the other two going for Thane himself. As if Danzen, Eva, and Kudzu weren’t there, the city guards retrieved what was left of Thane, one of the guards taking his severed head, the other lifting his body over his shoulder. As he managed the headless body, Thane’s retractable blade returned to his gauntlets. 
 
    “Wait,” Danzen said, the guard pausing. 
 
    He approached the body and turned his attention to Thane’s gauntlets. It took him a moment to unstrap the first one, but eventually he was able to gather both of the weapons. 
 
    “Souvenirs,” Eva Yin said once Danzen and Kudzu returned to her, the former assassin now holding the two gauntlets in one hand by their straps. The city guards left, leaving a puddle of blood in the center of the road, which was slowly turning brown from the settling dust.  
 
    “Something like that,” Danzen muttered. 
 
    “Let’s get your helmet and the books I purchased for you. Then we can set off to Suja Village,” said Eva Yin, now back in her normal form, particles of light dancing around her. “I will wait in the village while you deliver the letter to my brother.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was clear that Eva Yin was quite manipulative. Neither Danzen nor Kudzu had agreed to the task she had given them, yet here she was, walking with the two toward Suja Village, the chaos of Chutham behind them. 
 
    Their task was relatively simple.  
 
    Deliver a letter to Dalan the hermit, and escort him back to the village, so Eva could speak privately with him. She never said what she wanted to talk about, only mentioning something about her condition, her letter sealed with scarlet wax. 
 
    The madame never asked in their walk who Thane was, or what he was looking for. She also didn’t say anything regarding what Danzen had been in his previous life. It was clear through her profession that Eva Yin operated under a policy of asking as few questions as possible, her strategy simply one of pointing out observations, like Kudzu’s ears. Did she know that the woman was actually a yokai? There was no telling, which was perhaps why the mysterious woman went with this strategy of discourse. 
 
    They reached the First District and stopped in front of the pleasure house, not far from the same spa where Danzen had gone for Oktai, only to kick off an adventure that saw him journeying to the gates of Diyu in search of two souls. 
 
    “I will stay here for the next few days,” Eva told them, a cheerful smile on her face. “And if you were worried about what happened in Chutham, don’t be. No one will say anything, and no one will remember it. I’ll see to that. Please bring Dalan here. It is imperative that I see him.” The madame motioned toward the pleasure house. “You are welcome to stay here and rest for the rest of the day, if you’d like. I have a few pillowers that may please you, Pilgrim, and, take no offense to me saying this, but you could use a bath. I have some pillowers for you as well,” she told Kudzu, “if you partake.” 
 
    “I think I’ll be heading back to my monastery,” Danzen said. 
 
    “Your monastery? That is a strange way to refer to that building, considering it used to belong to everyone in the village. But I suppose if you see it that way…” Eva tilted her head as she looked up at Danzen. “You know, they say that there are positive ways to practice bending your echo through physical languages.” She placed a hand on Danzen's arm, which caused him to instinctively reach for his blade. “You are too jumpy; a good pillow could help that.” 
 
    “I think we’ve heard enough of this,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “And you are too standoffish.” Eva Yin stepped away from the former assassin. “It is always an option, you know. Anyway, I do hope you hurry to deliver the message to my brother. It is imperative that he reads it. He will know what to do.” 
 
    “What did you do back there?” Kudzu asked, a question that had been on Danzen’s mind since he’d seen Eva’s transformation. 
 
    Eva Yin tilted her head in Kudzu’s direction. “What are you referring to?” 
 
    “You know what I’m referring to. How did you change your form like that? What did you do to the man that attacked us?” 
 
    “I would say something along the lines of ‘a pillower never kisses and tells,’ but I am not a pillower. Once again, thank you for taking the message to my brother.” Eva Yin tucked her hands into the sleeves of her robes and slowly bent her head forward, a few people passing by making wide circles around the three of them. “Good luck on your journey.” 
 
    Danzen and Kudzu turned toward the Third District. As soon as they were out of sight, Kudzu began speaking to Danzen under her breath. 
 
    “All this seems off,” she said. “And who was the man who attacked you anyway? I should clarify: I know he was an assassin, but who was he in particular? I didn’t want to ask anything around her; I do not like the energy I feel around that woman.” 
 
    “Thane was an old instructor of mine. He wasn’t at the Brotherhood for very long; I believe he had a falling out with the higher-ups, but he was a student of my teacher, which was why he took the contract.” 
 
    “And what he said about his students. He said they would come for you. Do you know anything about them?” 
 
    Danzen shook his head, recalling that Thane had mentioned that if Danzen killed him, his students would avenge his death. “Perhaps he was transferred to another branch and had students there. There are smaller satellite campuses in the north and the south. I would assume, considering he was from the region, that he would go to the north.” 
 
    “And the weapons?” 
 
    Danzen was able to fit the two yokai books in his satchel, while Kudzu carried his helmet under her arm. But the two gauntlets with their retractable blades weren’t something he could latch on to his belt. To secure them together, Danzen had borrowed a strip of leather from Eva, which he was able to string through the gauntlets. He currently carried them at his side as if they were fish, careful that movement wouldn’t trigger their blades. That would be disastrous. 
 
    “I don’t know what I will do with the gauntlets,” he finally told her. 
 
    “Will you wear them?” 
 
    “I will have to try them on first.” 
 
    They came to the Third District, where they were immediately greeted by Yeni, who was sweeping up outside her father’s store. The girl hesitated for a moment as she took in Kudzu, Danzen recalling that the teenager had a crush on him. 
 
    “Hi, Pilgrim,” she finally said, acting as if Kudzu weren’t there. “Back from your travels?” 
 
    “Yes. Do you know where Khamdo is?” 
 
    “He’s working on the Suja Raksi Hall with Temur,” she said, nodding across the street.  
 
    “Did you bring me anything?” Yeni asked. 
 
    “From the west?” 
 
    She nodded, a playful smile moving across her freckled face. Danzen looked down at the two gauntlets he was carrying and back up to the teenage girl. He really had nothing to give her and so he simply bowed his head and turned away. 
 
    “Hey,” she called after him. “I was just joking…” 
 
    “It’s fine, I’ll stop by the store soon. Next time I go west, I will try to remember to bring you something.” 
 
    Yeni smiled once again, ignoring Kudzu as she went back to her sweeping. 
 
    Danzen stepped into the tavern to find Zorya the barmaid wiping down some of the counters. She looked up to him, curiosity taking shape on her face as she saw Kudzu. 
 
    “I’m here for Khamdo,” he told her, ignoring her inquisitive gaze. 
 
    “Won’t you have some stew, my lord?” 
 
    “Not today, but thank you.” 
 
    Danzen and Kudzu walked past a few men seated at the bar, all of whom were hunched over their flagons of ale, celebrating or drowning in their individual miseries, it was hard to tell. They found Khamdo and Temur in the second room, the men repairing the damage that had been wrought by Norwin Dawa’s bindings and Danzen’s hellspawns. The space smelled of freshly cut wood, and there was a thin layer of dust on some of the stools pushed to the far corner of the space. 
 
    After a few casual greetings, Danzen confirmed that Khamdo had been paid for the repairs he’d made to his home. 
 
    “I can stop by soon,” Khamdo said as Danzen and Kudzu were turning away. “I want to make sure your place is sealed up tight. We are approaching the end of monsoon season, but the rain can still come down pretty hard. It can be really unpredictable here. They say if you want to change the weather in the Valley, simply take a nap and it’ll be different when you wake up.” 
 
    “Depends on the dream you were having,” Temur chimed in. 
 
    “I appreciate it,” Danzen told the two of them. 
 
    It wasn’t long before Kudzu and Danzen were on the outskirts of the district, passing vibrant green fields set before the Asura Forest, the early afternoon hot to the point that Danzen found himself rolling up his sleeves. 
 
    They skipped out visiting Jelmay, the two making their way up the hill, where they were greeted by the two stone lion dogs, Nama and Yama.  
 
    “Home,” Kudzu said with a sigh as she practically fell out of her robes, back into her fox form. 
 
    “Finally.” 
 
    “Dinner?” 
 
    “You rest,” Danzen told her. “I will bathe and find something for us to eat.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
    Danzen returned an hour later, clean now and with a string of fish. He wasn’t at all surprised to see that Jelmay had somehow sensed their arrival, the pudgy bakeneko seated at the top of the hill, Kudzu across from him, and the two stone lion dogs on their pedestals. 
 
    “I was wondering when you would bring dinner,” Jelmay said with a cackle. “And I must say, I’m a little offended.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “The fox said that you visited Usagi without me? He’s my friend, you know.” 
 
    “He doesn’t seem like he is anyone’s friend,” Kudzu told Jelmay. 
 
    “Well, like I was saying just a minute ago, you don’t know him as well as I do. He might seem a little rough around the edges…” 
 
    “He’s a rabbit and I can eat him in a single bite if I wanted.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that if I were you; you might be a little bigger than him, but he’s powerful. Besides, if anyone is eating Usagi, it’s me. Let me be clear about that. I despise that rabbit as much as I appreciate him.” 
 
    “We shall see,” Kudzu told Jelmay. 
 
    “Besides, anything that powerful would give you indigestion. Speaking of which, the fox told me of your plans to visit the hermit tomorrow, that you two will be delivering a letter for the owner of the brothel in Chutham or something. Who knew Dalan was her brother? I suppose it is a small valley, so that sort of makes sense. Talk about a location. That particular pleasure house in Chutham is a gift from Sunyata. Have you actually been in there? I mean, spent the night? That place is great. I try to visit every so often, usually after harvest season.” 
 
    “No, I haven’t spent the night,” Danzen said. 
 
    “Your loss.” 
 
    “I am a bit afraid to ask this, but why do you like to visit after harvest season?” 
 
    “That’s when new pillowers come,” Jelmay told Kudzu. “Everybody knows that.” 
 
    “I can’t… I don’t want to even think about you with a human woman,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “What’s there to think about? It’s not that difficult. I often shifted to the form of a man with—”  
 
    Danzen handed Jelmay the string of fish. “Prepare these. We don’t need to hear about your exploits at the pleasure house.” 
 
    “Some way to greet an old friend,” Jelmay said as he slowly got to his feet. He took the fish from Danzen. “But as I was saying before you gave me a chore: I’m not going with you tomorrow.” 
 
    “That’s fine.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’re understanding me, Pilgrim. I’m telling you because you will need to explain to the hermit that I’ve been in his form several times, just in case he agrees to go back to the village with you. You may get questions.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Which brings me to another thing. This letter that you are supposed to deliver. Why don’t we just read it and see what it’s about? I love this kind of stuff.” 
 
    “It’s not our business.” 
 
    “Not our business? Of course it is our business. Let me see it.” 
 
    “Let’s just have dinner,” Danzen told him. 
 
    After some playful mumbling, Jelmay stepped inside the monastery. It wasn’t long before Danzen and Kudzu heard activity in the kitchen, the bakeneko going to work which was followed by the smell of frying fish. 
 
    Danzen sat for a moment, and as he did both lion dogs came to him, the newest one, Nama, nuzzling her face against his shoulder. 
 
    The heat of the day was at its strongest point now, the ground thoroughly baked, the humidity seemingly visible in the air. The canopy of the Asura Forest wavered in the distance, the sky cloudless, the sun slowly beginning to set, the moon already visible in the sky, a fingernail sliver. 
 
    Jelmay emerged from the monastery at some point with plates of boiled grains and fried fish for Danzen and Kudzu, the biggest plate for himself, fillet after fillet heaped on top of the bed of grain. 
 
    “Did you get those new weapons from the guy you killed?” he asked in between bites of fish. 
 
    “New weapons?” asked Danzen. 
 
    “I saw the gauntlets in your room, on your weapons rack. Kind of hard to miss them from the kitchen, considering your room is right across from the doorway. Those things look intense. I tried one on, but it didn’t fit me.” 
 
    “You weren’t supposed to try it on,” Kudzu said with a groan. 
 
    Jelmay snorted. “Relax, fox. I just want to see if they fit or not. I couldn’t quite figure out the mechanism to release the blade, but it’s clear that there’s a blade in each arm.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll try them on later,” Danzen said. 
 
    “Well if not, you should at least consider selling them.” 
 
    The conversation eventually drifted to another subject, Jelmay moving from how Kudzu had slapped him in the gambler’s den to lamenting how Usagi had wronged him, that next time they visit the jade rabbit, they should go with him. Usagi was his friend to exploit, not theirs. 
 
    Eventually, Jelmay bid them farewell and made his way down the hill, to his home tucked into the start of the forest. 
 
    “For a moment, while we were in the west, I thought that I missed Jelmay,” Kudzu said, a smile forming on her face. The white fox looked at Danzen, humor in her eyes. “Now I’m seriously second-guessing my sanity.” 
 
    “You should be.” 
 
    Danzen finished the night in his bedroom, the window open, his lamp on as he looked through the two yokai books he had received, The Night Parade of Genshin Valley Yokai, which was a maroon book with a golden spine, and The Hour of Meeting, which was a black book and had the same golden spine.  
 
    He found the passage he was looking for, and began jotting it down in his field diary. 
 
    A furuutsubo is the name for a possessed quiver from a slain archer. Just before the fall of Sunyata, these quivers were able to absorb residual energy left behind by archers who owned them. It is not known how many survived after the fall, but there are occasional deaths reported from arrows fired seemingly out of nowhere in the Asura Forest. 
 
    Once he was finished, Danzen lay back and fell into a deep sleep.  
 
    Tomorrow, he would once again trek deep into the Panchen Mountains.

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A buzzing fly awoke Danzen the next morning.  
 
    Blinking his eyes open, the former assassin swiped the fly out of the air, and was just about to smash it against the wall when he decided to let it go instead. 
 
    Danzen walked over to the window of his bedroom and let the fly out.  
 
    He then headed outside, where he bent his echo for about thirty minutes before checking on his fire chicken, which had produced a single egg. While Kudzu slept in the main room of the monastery, Danzen made breakfast from whatever he could cobble together. By the time he had two plates ready, Kudzu was up, the two eating on the hill in front of his monastery. 
 
    “Maybe I should get some furniture,” he said. 
 
    Kudzu chuckled at the statement. “It would be an improvement, that’s for sure. You have absolutely nothing in the main room of your home aside from a blanket for me to sleep on.” 
 
    “Would you like a bed?” 
 
    “At some point, sure. It doesn’t look like I’ll be going anywhere for the time being. I hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    “I don’t. Unfortunately, to get furniture, I would need money coming in, and to get money I would need to talk to Jelmay.” 
 
    “A deal with the devil,” she joked. “I’m sure he wouldn’t mind giving you some of his winnings. Why does he need money anyway? I’ll never understand Jelmay, or Usagi for that matter. Why are they so interested in human currency?” 
 
    “It’s just something nice to collect,” Danzen said. “At least for some people.” 
 
    After they locked up, the two headed toward the mountains, Danzen with his usual assortment of weapons, Kudzu racing ahead as she often did. He picked up his feet as well, matching her pace. 
 
    Soon the landscape began to change, large rocks pressing out of the soil, the shrubs becoming more and more mangled as they found crevices to grow from. They came to the start of a bubbling mountain stream, Kudzu hopping from side to side as Danzen ran after her. He eventually summoned his power to get ahead, Danzen knowing exactly where he was going. 
 
    The day grew warmer, the sun bearing down on them, rain clouds also in the sky, the red of Diyu ominous in the distance. 
 
    Kudzu was the first to make it up the rocks to Dalan’s hermitage, Danzen eventually summoning his strength to propel him up to the ledge, rather than climb. 
 
    “To what do I owe the pleasure?” Dalan asked, the orange-eyed hermit crouching in front of a pair of wooden planks. He wore a simple, patchwork tunic tied off at the waist with a rope. There were a variety of leaves and flowers on the surface of the plank before him, some of them ground-up and brightly colored. Danzen also saw various medicinal tools next to the hermit on a sheet of canvas. 
 
    The hermit’s skin was darker than it had been the last time they’d met, and he was thinner too, the heat whisking away any fat he had stored from winter.  
 
    Kudzu sat and looked up at Danzen to begin the conversation. 
 
    “I have a letter for you.” He reached into his robes and retrieved the note that Eva had written to her brother. Rather than say who it was from, Danzen simply stepped forward and handed the letter to Dalan, who bit the inside of his lip for a moment as he examined the seal on the outside of the paper. 
 
    “She spoke to you?” he asked without looking up at the former assassin. 
 
    “That’s how we got the letter.” 
 
    “I figured one of her pillowers may have delivered it.”  
 
    “No, it was all her,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “Well, maybe I can read it later…” Dalan was starting to put it away when Danzen stopped him. 
 
    “Read it now. Not only have we been sent to deliver the letter to you, we are supposed to bring you to the village with us.” 
 
    “The village? Why?” 
 
    “Because she is waiting for you. I don’t know why,” Danzen said, “but the letter may clear things up.” 
 
    “Fine, I will see what she has to say…” Dalan said with a miserable sigh.  
 
    He licked his finger, and then used his thumb to break the wax seal. Danzen couldn’t make out the words from where he stood, but it appeared that the letter was brief, a frown forming on the hermit’s face as he finished reading it. 
 
    “Well?” Kudzu asked once Dalan brought his hand to his face, shielding his eyes. He massaged his temples for a moment with his middle finger and his thumb. 
 
    “She’s not well, and I’m the only person that knows how to do something about it,” he finally said. 
 
    “And won’t you?” asked Kudzu. “She is your sister, after all.” 
 
    “I’m well aware of who she is, but I don’t agree with her lifestyle, I haven’t since she…” Dalan trailed off for a moment, his eyes regaining their clarity as he looked up at the two of them. “How much do you know about Eva?” 
 
    “Only that she runs the brothel and that she has both bent her echo and has gained power from Sunyata in other ways,” Danzen said. 
 
    “She’s my older sister. You wouldn’t believe it by looking at her, but she’s nearly a hundred years old. She was in her early teens when I was born, my mother’s surprise child, that’s what they called me. And surprise, my mother died during labor, leaving Eva to take care of me.” A look of bitterness came across his face. 
 
    “What happened?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “She fell into the water trade—the sex trade—working for a madame who went by the name Zelna. Eva took over for her after the woman was poisoned, poisoned by my sister, mind you. She fed her the poison for at least a year, keeping Zelna bedridden. On the surface, it seemed like she was a doting apprentice, who often came to the monastery where you now live in order to bend her echo, a real devout young woman taking care of her elder. But she was manipulative, and even though I was young at the time she was doing this, just around six years old, I got a sense of what she was up to. Things became hard after that.” 
 
    “Does that mean you won’t do something?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “No, I need to do something, I don’t want to, but I have to. She’s family. But I don’t…” Dalan looked up to his wooden medicine cabinet, which was tucked into a corner of his cave. “I don’t have what I need to cure her, but I know where to get it. There is a mushroom that grows on the underside of some of the rocks on a mountain about four miles from here, due east, just before you get to one of the caves that leads to the border of Diyu. The condition should be right for the mushroom to be there, but if it’s not, then my sister may be out of luck.” 
 
    “What does this mushroom look like?” the white fox asked.  
 
    “Yellow with a red bell. You can’t miss it. There’s another thing that I will need…” He ran his hand along his chin. Spry for his age, Dalan hopped to his feet and retrieved a small jar with a wide opening. “There is a particular yokai that is attracted to these mushrooms called a sayuribi. It looks like a small flying creature wreathed in flames. You will need to catch one and bring it to me along with the mushrooms.” 
 
    “Sayuribi…” Kudzu shook her head. “I am unfamiliar with this yokai.” 
 
    “It is quite ephemeral, but I will need it and the mushroom to cure my sister’s ailment. They are stupid creatures, very small as well, if I didn’t mention that already, no larger than a butterfly. They breed relatively quickly and often nest in and around these mushrooms. Fill this with mushrooms,” he said, going for a different container, “and catch a single sayuribi. I’m expecting you back by night; we can set off for the village in the morning.” 
 
    “Would you like us to bring any fish?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “No, I have something I can prepare.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen felt a strange pull in his chest as he grew closer to Diyu. It was almost a calling, a force beckoning him forward that he had to strain to ignore. 
 
    He couldn’t quite classify it, but there was something paternal about what he felt, something familial. He knew better than to pay much attention to it, his focus now on Kudzu, the white fox weaving along the mountain pass, but it was there. 
 
    Ever present.  
 
    The clouds above opened up as if they’d been ripped in half by an angry god. Rain descended upon the mountains, water splashing off the rocks, pooling in crevices. 
 
    It was a warm rain, but it still had a cooling effect; Danzen wiped the water out of his eyes as they came to a crudely made bridge with old markings carved in the posts that kept it erect. 
 
    Kudzu looked up at the dark clouds overhead. “I guess that is the end of the Floating Lantern Festival,” she said, referring to the rain. 
 
    “Likely so.” Danzen crouched and took a look at the bridge, noticing that the design seemed a bit faulty, like it could collapse at any moment. 
 
    “Do you think you can cross it?”  
 
    A quick glance at the other side gave Danzen an idea. Rather than try to cross the rickety bridge, he took a few steps back, the former assassin launching himself into the air. He landed on the other side and looked back to see Kudzu making her way across, the fox jumping from rung to rung whenever there were a few missing. 
 
    She reached him and shook the water out of her fur. 
 
    “All right, jumping man, let’s go,” she said. “We still have a lot of ground to cover.” 
 
    The sound of the rain and the mist it brought made it difficult for Danzen to keep a keen eye on his surroundings, especially since he knew that there were demonic yokai in these mountains. Thunder sounded off, the sky grumbling now. 
 
    A double rainbow appeared ahead of them, Kudzu stopping to marvel at it. “By Sunyata’s blessings…” she whispered to herself as she paused to take a look. 
 
    Danzen never found the chance to admire it, his focus entirely on their surroundings. He didn’t like the fact that the rain was making it harder and harder to see. 
 
    Kudzu picked up her pace again. 
 
    About thirty minutes later, the rain started to die down, both of them completely soaked, traveling in silence until they came to a deep gorge. Danzen looked to the other side to see a series of peaks that resembled a hand stretching out of the ground, the fingers curling. It was there that he noticed the bright mushrooms on the undersides of some of the gnarled rock formations. 
 
    “I don’t know how we’re supposed to get that…” Kudzu looked to the other side of the gorge, which was easily nine feet away. “Unless you feel like jumping again.” 
 
    “I’ll get us to the other side, and we can figure it out from there. Perhaps my weapons will come in handy.” 
 
    “And we still need to capture one of the sayuribi.” 
 
    “If what Dalan said is true, that they live around the mushrooms, then we will find one.” 
 
    “I’m ready when you are.” 
 
    Danzen scooped Kudzu into his arms and jumped across the gorge, landing hard on the other side. Some rocks broke free from the edge and fell into the crevice below, which gave the former assassin a sense of just how far down it went. 
 
    They found a slick path that wrapped to the underside of the finger-like peaks, the stones casting jagged shadows onto the ground below. While everything was wet and muddy, the rain clouds started to fade away, the sun high in the sky once again. Danzen could already feel his robes starting to dry, and he recalled something that Temur had said about the weather changing quickly in the Valley. 
 
    Something else caught his attention as he looked up at the mushrooms with their yellow stems in red caps. The yokai that floated around almost reminded him of fireflies, the group buzzing in clusters around the mushrooms. 
 
    “I see it,” Kudzu said before he could point the yokai out. 
 
    “Sayuribi?” 
 
    “They have to be.” 
 
    “They are the size of insects.” 
 
    “He did mention they were small,” said Kudzu. “How are you thinking we will get to them?” 
 
    The mushrooms were easily twenty feet up, and while it looked like the rock could be scaled, the stone was wet, which would make it harder to climb to the top. Danzen could always rappel down the side if they had a rope, but that would require climbing to the top of the peak, which would be difficult because of the slick stone. 
 
    Rather than try to climb rocks, Danzen simply withdrew his Blade of Darkness, the shadows from the ridgelines and finger peaks pooling at its tip. He sent the shadows forward, cutting off plenty of the mushrooms, which fell to the ground below, some of their spores releasing into the moist air.  
 
    This also caused the tiny sayuribi above to disperse, dozens upon dozens of minuscule bits of flying flames fanning out. It reminded Danzen of fireflies, yet brighter, something magical about them. 
 
    An idea came to Danzen as he set the bag of containers Dalan had given him on the ground. He took the small glass container meant for the yokai and looked up at them again, watching as they slowly started to return to the patch of mushrooms growing on the underside of the rock. 
 
    “You think you can make it?” Kudzu asked, the white fox peering up at the sayuribi as well, her tail lightly tapping against the ground. 
 
    Rather than answer, Danzen slowly crouched and focused all of his strength into his feet and his thighs. He looked up again, waiting to make sure that all of them had gathered around the mushrooms. Once he was sure, the former assassin launched himself into the air. 
 
    Careful as ever, Danzen swiped the jar forward, hoping to catch one of the sayuribi on the outer rim of their cluster. 
 
    He failed, the tiny yokai fanning out again as he landed on the ground below. 
 
    “Almost,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “I’ll get it this time.” 
 
    Danzen waited for them all to return to their cluster. Once again, he shot to the air, this time able to catch one of the sayuribi in the jar. He placed the cork in on his way down, but was so focused on retrieving the sayuribi and storing it that he miscalculated his landing. 
 
    Danzen landed and immediately slipped. He fell backward, and started to spin.  
 
    He skated to the edge, and felt his body lurch forward and stop. Danzen looked back to see that Kudzu had latched her jaw onto his boot. He rolled to the side, directly onto his sheathed weapons, which pressed into his body and caused some discomfort as he sat up. 
 
    “I’m too old for this shit,” he said as he began wiping some of the mud off his arms. He gave up rather quickly, assuming he could wash them in a stream on the way back. 
 
    A grin took shape on Kudzu’s blackened lips. “You’re not the only one.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Danzen showed her the jar with the sayuribi fluttering inside. “I hope this is enough.” 
 
    “Dalan said we only needed one; now all we have to do is gather some of these mushrooms.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The journey back to Dalan’s hermitage was much smoother than their trip to retrieve the medicinal herbs. Danzen’s robes dried out along the way, and Kudzu always kept him on his toes, the white fox playfully leading the way. The air still had a hint of moisture to it, and it smelled fresh and invigorating, the scent of a world quenched. 
 
    Upon arriving at the cave, they found Dalan frying a variety of mountain vegetables in boiled animal fat, smoke billowing out of the entrance to his cave. 
 
    As he continued to cook, Dalan had Danzen distribute all the mushrooms into an even larger jar with plenty of space at the top. He then told the former assassin to press the mouth of the jar with the sayuribi in it against the mouth of the larger jar, the flying yokai immediately making its way toward the mushrooms. 
 
    “And that’s it?” Kudzu asked once Dalan returned his focus to the vegetables. 
 
    “That’s all it really is to it. The mushrooms will release their spores, which are intoxicating to the sayuribi. The yokai’s flames will change colors after there is a reaction created within the jar. Tomorrow, all the mushrooms will be a truly vibrant green and the yokai will be gone, dead. You’ll see.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind me asking, what condition does your sister have?” Kudzu asked carefully. 
 
    Dalan grunted. “She’s had the condition for quite some time, a cancer slowly growing within her. She’s been able to maintain it through talismans and the work she put in on her echo, but it is likely flaring up to the point that she needs outside medical help.” 
 
    “And you have made this for her before?” 
 
    He shook his head at Kudzu’s question. “No, but I have made it for herbalists in the village before, and I assume that she got some from them. She likely found out the source, and figured she would call in a favor.” 
 
    “It is right for you to help your family,” Kudzu said as she sat before him, her eyes dropping to the vegetables he was cooking. 
 
    “It is what it is. We’ll eat soon, and then sleep here. We can set off in the morning.” 
 
    The food turned out to be very filling, the vegetables thick and fibrous, some of the mushrooms almost the consistency of meat, which seemed to please Kudzu. The sun was already down by this point, and even though Danzen knew he could likely make it back to his monastery, the two stayed with Dalan in his cave. It was nice to sleep outside, the air much cooler here than it was around his monastery. 
 
    And he slept well. No dreams, no disturbances aside from the occasional cry of an animal or yokai; Danzen couldn’t always distinguish between the two. 
 
    Troubling thoughts returned to the former assassin when he awoke the next morning, as he remembered Thane’s attack. There really seemed to be no end to the amount of people that wanted him dead, which was further reasoning for him to become more like Dalan, far away from everyone. 
 
    Perhaps that was an option.  
 
    While he liked his monastery, perhaps he could move deep into the forest, or closer to Diyu, become a hermit. He could find a cave somewhere and spend the rest of his life there, living off the land, hunting in the mountains, and generally avoiding people. 
 
    But he really hoped it wouldn’t come to that. 
 
    They set off the next morning, and as Dalan led them on the path he generally took to the village, Danzen and Kudzu caught him up on what had happened since his last appearance. 
 
    Danzen explained the attack at the tavern, and later how the nozuchi teeth had been bound with two souls, which were later rejected. He also explained how the bakeneko had taken his form, so Dalan should expect people to act as if they had seen him recently. 
 
    “I’m fine with that,” the older man said with a huff as they came around a large rock that was shaped almost like a beehive. As Danzen had seen before, back when they dealt with the giants, Dalan was bright for his age and while he couldn’t move with the same speed as Kudzu or the former assassin, he was able to keep up with them better than Jelmay could. 
 
    The sun bore down on them once they reached the pathway that ran alongside the Asura Forest. They headed toward the village from there, a crispness to the air after yesterday’s rain, the green of the leaves matching the mushrooms inside the jar that Dalan now carried inside his satchel. 
 
    As he had told them the previous night, the mushrooms had indeed turned green, a spiderweb-like mold covering their stems and caps. Danzen also saw that little crystals had grown on the mold that sparkled in the light. 
 
    As the three fell into silence, Danzen wondered where Dalan had learned some of these techniques. He assumed that Dalan had studied under an herbalist in either Chutham or Suja Village’s First District, but his knowledge of yokai and apparently how they affected local fauna was quite deep. 
 
    He truly was a treasure to Genshin Valley. 
 
    They passed the hill that led up to Danzen’s monastery, which meant that Jelmay’s place wasn’t far off. Even though none of them were speaking, both Danzen and Kudzu became even quieter as they walked in front of the bakeneko’s home, neither of them wanting to add Jelmay to the equation.  
 
    At first, Kudzu was going to head up to the monastery and stay, but then she decided to come along, Danzen and Dalan waiting for her at the bottom of the hill while she went up to change and morph into her human form. 
 
    “I’ve never seen her as a person,” Dalan said once she returned, Kudzu in her crimson robes, her white hair pulled into a sharp ponytail and her ears pointy. There was a glow about her skin, and as usual, a softness to her gray eyes when she smiled at Danzen. 
 
    It would have been impossible for the former assassin to notice the three-legged raven watching them from a branch of an enormous oak. It was too high for him to see, and the midnight-blue color of the raven’s body and wings only obscured it further. 
 
    It was only after they were away that the raven took flight, back to its master. 
 
    Once they reached the Third District, Dalan suggested they stop by Sarnai’s place for breakfast, Danzen at once reminded of Jelmay. 
 
    “She makes really good food,” the hermit said, as if he were able to discern the former assassin’s thought. 
 
    Sarnai greeted them with a big smile on her face, her baby in her arms.  
 
    She fed them, and as they ate, the housewife caught Dalan up on village gossip he may have missed, from the progress at the Suja Raksi Hall to trouble that Temur’s three boys had recently gotten into. It was only after they were finished eating that she asked why he had come to the village. 
 
    “I have something I need to check on in the First District,” he said politely. “And I do appreciate the food you’ve offered us. Again, I’m sorry to impose.” 
 
    “It’s quite all right,” Sarnai told him, a smile on her face. 
 
    It took longer to walk from the Third to the First District than it normally did, villagers constantly greeting the hermit, some stopping to chat or ask about ailments.  
 
    This was something different from the last time Danzen had come through with Jelmay morphed into Dalan’s form, the people seeming to be in the process of forgetting what had happened at the tavern.  
 
    They reached Eva’s pleasure house, the red door vibrant as ever, a mark of shame to some and a doorway to pleasure for others. Dalan now carried a look of shame on his face, the hermit trying not to make eye contact with the people passing by. 
 
    “I’ll go in and tell her you have arrived,” Danzen said. 
 
    “Yes, fine, at least we don’t have to go to Chutham anymore. Although…” He took a look at the door of the pleasure house. “I don’t know if that’s a good or bad thing.” 
 
    Danzen stepped up to the rather large building, once again greeted by the sweet smell of perfume, the outer walls with pink and red trim, something very feminine about the place, alluring. 
 
    He opened the door and entered the foyer, where he found two security guards, both men in armor who would have stepped in front of Danzen had it not been for the voice of Eva Yin telling them to stand down. 
 
    “Did you deliver the message?” she asked, something off about her form. Eva Yin still looked young as ever, no older than twenty, but her eyes were bloodshot, her overall demeanor telling Danzen that she was suffering. 
 
    “He’s waiting outside.” 
 
    “Lead him around to the back,” she said. “I have a private room there where we can talk. Thank you, Pilgrim.” 
 
    Danzen was just starting to turn away from her when he stopped. “Next time you have something for me to do, just ask me,” he said. “I don’t like owing people favors.”

  

 
   
    Part Eight 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As he had done multiple times by this point in his journey, Danzen made his way back to the First District, Kudzu at his side and in her human form. He knew that Eva Yin’s condition was private, and even though she said they could stay, Danzen felt it would be better to depart. Once again, they saw Yeni in the street, the teenager watering some plants that they recently placed outside of the general store. 
 
    Yeni batted an eye in Danzen’s general direction, her jealousy once again visible. If Kudzu picked up on it, she didn’t say anything, the two just passing the teenage girl when Danzen heard an unfamiliar voice call his name. 
 
    He turned to find a man in white robes standing before him, his hair fiery red, the man a full head taller than the former assassin, more muscular as well, blue veins visible under his pale, paper-thin skin. 
 
    Danzen’s hand dropped to the hilt of his famed blade. 
 
    “Brother,” said the man, baring his teeth, a redness to his eyes now as he looked Danzen over. “Or should I say, older brother. At last, we finally come face-to-face.” 
 
    The two were silent for a moment, Danzen already well aware of the fact his half-brother did not have a weapon. Yeni picked up on what was happening as well, but rather than run inside as she should have, she stopped what she was doing and crossed her arms over her chest. 
 
    “Can I help you, my lord?” she asked with a bit of attitude. “You’re blocking up traffic.” 
 
    It was sort of the truth; there were some people around, but most had sensed the strange energy radiating off the two men by this point, and those familiar with Danzen knew better than to stick around. 
 
    “It appears you have a fan,” the man said, a sinister smile taking shape on his face. He turned to Yeni, all of his teeth sharpened to fine points, as if he had a mouth full of canines. 
 
    “We can take this somewhere else,” Danzen said with caution. “Whatever you want to talk about, whatever needs to happen, it doesn’t need to happen here.” 
 
    “So you are setting the terms? Father said…” The man trailed off, his voice dropping into a growl. “A half-demon dares speak to me this way? I choose where this happens, not you, not ever.” 
 
    “What is your name?” Danzen asked, hoping that he could reason with his half-brother.  
 
    “You may call me Nomtoi, brother,” the man said as he looked at Kudzu. “You must be the yokai that has attached herself to him. A pity for you.” 
 
    Nomtoi lifted his right arm and clenched his fist together; a wave of energy swept into Kudzu, tossing her into the tavern, the walls coming down immediately. The wave fanned out, cutting into the buildings around it, ceilings collapsing, splinters spraying into the air. Anyone still around started to run. 
 
    The rage that came over Danzen at that point was unlike any he had experienced for some time.  
 
    It was almost as if his hellspawns had been unleashed, an incredible animosity surging through him as he shot forward to address his demonic sibling. 
 
    But Nomtoi was even stronger than he was letting on.  
 
    The muscular demon simply lifted his arm and blocked Danzen’s strike, his skin seemingly impenetrable. He blocked his next attack as well, Danzen putting all of his force into his next strike only for Nomtoi to grab him by the neck. 
 
    “So weak, so mortal,” said Nomtoi as he lifted Danzen, his grip tightening, the blood supply going to Danzen’s brain suddenly cut off. 
 
    Danzen was hurled into the Sarten’s Restaurant, spilling into the crowd. All of the people inside, including Naran and her husband, were already trying to leave. By the time Danzen had landed, he had crashed through the wall, through a table, and then after bouncing on the floor, through another table, his body covered in food and bits of ceramic. 
 
    Even worse—there were cuts on his arms, that familiar sensation coming to him, portals already starting to take shape. 
 
    As if Nomtoi wielded an invisible whip, Danzen was swept out of the restaurant, cutlery and plates falling on top of him as he was pulled through another wall, the front of the building starting to collapse. 
 
    “So this is your power?” Nomtoi asked as mangled hands started to appear out of the portals, claws curling in the air. A mist formed, the ensuing terror peppered by shouts and screams from the villagers. “You summon demons from Diyu?” 
 
    Danzen now was on his knees in front of his brother, trying to stand, every muscle in his body hurting. He had somehow sheathed Astra; he couldn’t recall when he had done so. His hand went to the grip of his Blade of Darkness. Danzen withdrew it from his back, and used its pole to help him stand. 
 
    “Father has taken an interest in you, considering you are next in line to the throne,” Nomtoi said as if there weren’t hellspawns crawling out of portals all around him, the monstrosities seething, teeth gnashing. “The ruler of Diyu interested in his half-breed son? There are no words to describe how shameful this is to me. But I am here to put an end to that, to show him just how weak you are, just as I have done to all of our brothers and sisters.” 
 
    Rather than start attacking the villagers, Danzen’s demons simply huddled around Nomtoi, as if they were awaiting orders. “Kill as many as you can,” Nomtoi finally said, gritting his teeth as he beamed a malicious smile at his half-brother. “On second thought, I will kill them myself. Back into your holes.” 
 
    The demons all turned at once and shuffled back into the portals that were starting to disappear, obedient as ever. Bleeding profusely now, Danzen’s focus jumped from his brother to the shadows pooling at the tip of his Blade of Darkness. 
 
    He swung his weapon forward, hoping that the shadows would do some damage to his brother. The demon leaped into the air to avoid his shadow attack. Danzen tried again, Nomtoi performing the same maneuver, laughing as he did so, as if he were toying with him. 
 
    Danzen struck him in the face with Astra, loosing his blade so quickly that Nomtoi wasn’t able to avoid it. While it didn’t pierce his flesh, its impact seemed to infuriate him, Nomtoi’s nostrils flaring, his eyes twitching with rage. 
 
    His face began to morph into that of a wolf with a long snout, several other eyes appearing as he hunched over, claws growing from his hands. Nomtoi in his wolf form was even more muscular than before, a dark cloud hanging over him now as he growled at his half-brother.  
 
    He struck Danzen so hard that it felt as if he had cracked every bone in his body. Nomtoi bit into Danzen’s shoulder with his razor-sharp teeth and tore off a huge chunk of flesh and muscle. Danzen tried to stop him from biting him again, only to be driven back into the ground. 
 
    He caught movement on his periphery. Khamdo and Temur appeared out of the rubble of the tavern, Kudzu nowhere in sight. 
 
    “No!” Danzen shouted over to them as Temur psyched himself up by slapping both his fists against his chest, ready to engage Nomtoi. 
 
    “Another power of yours makes itself known,” Nomtoi said, his breath reeking of death, his voice even more frightening now that he was in his half-wolf form. 
 
    Nomtoi grabbed Danzen by the neck with his big clawed fist and slammed him into the ground several more times. He then sent a wave of force toward Khamdo and Temur, both of them knocked off their feet. 
 
    Danzen tried to stand, but as soon as he did, his brother lifted him and started running toward the general store. With Yeni screaming somewhere, Nomtoi slammed Danzen through the wall, taking out shelf upon shelf of food as he charged with him through the store and out the back wall, splinters and powdered dry goods spraying into the air. 
 
    Nomtoi threw Danzen over his shoulders, the former assassin flying over the general store and landing once again in the dirt road out front, utterly obliterated. 
 
    Landing with a quake, Nomtoi approached Danzen, his multiple sets of eyes focused on his weaker half-brother. “Father will now see you for what you are,” he said as he began morphing back into the form of a human, his white robes torn and tattered, “a weak, pathetic human.” 
 
    Something struck Nomtoi from behind, fast enough that Danzen didn’t immediately catch a glimpse of what it was. All he saw was his brother stumbling forward and hitting the ground, the powerful demon pushing himself up immediately and turning to face his foe. 
 
    It was then that Danzen got a glimpse of Shedrup, the former town drunk with his fists at the ready. 
 
    Nomtoi started to laugh.  
 
    His speed was unmatched as he bolted forward, and struck Shedrup twice in the abdomen. The demonic man grabbed Shedrup by the front of his robes and threw him into another building, the ceiling collapsing on top of him, boards creaking and more debris filling the air. 
 
    “You care so much about these villagers, don’t you?” Nomtoi asked as he returned to Danzen. He crouched in front of his sibling and grabbed the back of his hair. He lifted Danzen’s head, exposing the former assassin’s throat. “Answer me!” 
 
    Danzen had never felt so beaten in his life. He tried in earnest to summon his power, but it drained him of all of his energy, his brother’s superior strength unmatched in any opponent he had ever faced before.  
 
    “Leave, I don’t care… about Diyu…” Danzen whispered. “It’s yours.” 
 
    “Yet Diyu cares about you. Hmmm… I have an idea that you may like, brother. Maybe I will bring some of your friends there with me. Yes, that would make things interesting, I believe. If you want them back, you know where to find me. I’ll see you in a week or so.” 
 
    “A… week?” 
 
    “This is going to hurt, brother.” Nomtoi took an even larger handful of Danzen’s hair and slammed Danzen’s face into the dirt. Everything went dark; the former assassin was out cold.

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The steps of the Diyu Brotherhood materialized, Danzen watching as a faceless mu-onna stood at the entrance, hunched over, waiting for him. 
 
    The macabre image flashed away and he was in a room somewhere, in a bed, tucked in, safe, the voices of people standing over him indecipherable. A fevered sweat came in the middle of the night, Danzen not quite certain as to where he was. 
 
    He fell into a deep and troubled slumber, one that was coupled with flashes of light, the sounds of a death march beating in his head, every muscle aching, demonic cries, his bones feeling as if they’d been shattered and grafted back together by callous hands.  
 
    On the second day he felt a little better, Danzen finally recognizing that he was at Elder Sonders’ mansion, in the quaint room off the study. 
 
    Danzen had no chance to wonder how he had gotten there.  
 
    Everything came to him in a wave of violent flashes, his brother in his wolf form, the powerful demon smashing through buildings, sending waves of energy all around him, taunting Danzen, slamming his head into the ground repeatedly until all he saw was black. 
 
    The images flashed all at once, then one after another, and it only made him panic, his heart thrumming in his chest until he heard a familiar voice. 
 
    “Danzen?” 
 
    He glanced to see Kudzu in her human form, the fox woman immediately coming to his side. His vision blurred into existence and he saw tears well up in her gray eyes. “I thought… I thought you would never wake up.” 
 
    “Please… tell me everyone is alive…” 
 
    “They are all gone,” another familiar voice said. Danzen found Usagi seated on a pillow near his face, the jade rabbit with an annoyed look on his face. 
 
    “Where’s… Jelmay?” Then it dawned on Danzen what Usagi had just said. “What… what do you mean they are all gone?” 
 
    “One thing at a time,” Kudzu told him. “Jelmay’s here; he was in the other room talking to Elder Sonders. Usagi as well is here to aid in your recovery.” 
 
    “I mean, really, how could I miss something like this?” asked the jade rabbit in a snide tone. “The demon shows up in the streets of Suja Village and nearly kills you? This one is one for the record books.” 
 
    “Quiet,” Kudzu hissed to the jade rabbit. She returned her focus to Danzen. “Anyone that was around the main street at the time of the attack is gone.” 
 
    “Who?” Danzen asked Kudzu. “Who exactly?” 
 
    “Khamdo and Temur; Yeni and her father, Mansukh; Oktai, Chuluun, Naran; the people at the tavern, the people at the Sarten’s…” 
 
    “Nomtoi took them?” Danzen asked, tasting blood. “He took them!?” 
 
    “He did,” said Usagi, “and in your current state, there’s not a lot that you can do about it.” 
 
    “Is he awake?” came Jelmay’s voice from the doorway. “Is our Pilgrim back?” 
 
    “He is,” said Kudzu. 
 
    “Whew! That’s the last time I let you two head to town alone,” the bakeneko said as he came to his bedside. Jelmay looked down at Danzen, big eyes bloodshot, whiskers drooping. “You all right there, pal?” 
 
    “Where are my weapons?” 
 
    “Relax, Pilgrim, they’re here,” said Jelmay, motioning his paw toward the right. Danzen saw his Blade of Darkness, as well as Nomin’s short sword and Astra, his heart settling just a little.  
 
    At least he had his blades. 
 
    Danzen tried to get out of bed. At first, he felt some strain in his legs, but eventually he was able to move, the former assassin placing his feet on the floor. 
 
    “You need to rest more,” said Usagi. “At least another day…” 
 
    “So he is awake,” said Shedrup. Elder Sonders’ nephew now stood in the doorway, his long brown hair with streaks of white in it pulled up into a bun, his sunken eyes glaring down at Danzen. “I told you what would happen if you brought harm to this village…” 
 
    “Shedrup, relax,” Elder Sonders said from the study. “I think there’s a difference between bringing trouble, and trouble following someone. He didn’t ask for his brother to show up. We’ve been over this.” 
 
    “You, me, outside,” said Shedrup, ignoring his uncle. 
 
    “Are you insane?” Kudzu asked as she went to address the man. She got right up in his face, and it looked for a moment like she was going to shove him. 
 
    “This man is in no condition to fight you, you fool,” Usagi told the cultivator with disdain. “Why don’t you go punch a stone wall for a little bit and get it out of your system? Better yet, why don’t you head up to the monastery and wrestle the two lion dogs out front?” 
 
    “Are you sure this is what you want?” Danzen asked Shedrup, surprising the three yokai in the room. 
 
    “You are serious,” Jelmay said. 
 
    Shedrup settled his gaze on the former assassin. “You were warned.” 
 
    “Fine.” Danzen got to his feet, feeling a bit of vertigo for a moment before finally finding his balance. 
 
    “Brutes,” Usagi groaned. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to bring your weapons?” Shedrup asked him. 
 
    “They aren’t necessary.” Still barefoot, Danzen followed Shedrup out of the study and into the foyer, the smell of incense coming to him. Kudzu quickly caught up with the former assassin. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked as she looped her hand around his arm, which caused Danzen to stumble. 
 
    “What I’ve been trained to do,” Danzen said, his vision blurring again for just a moment. He stopped, shook his head, and was just about to step out the door when he paused. 
 
    What was he doing? His brother had just appeared out of nowhere, assaulted the village, and taken the villagers with them. Danzen had been beaten worse than he ever had before, and for some reason, his wounds weren’t healing as quickly as they normally did, which he thought may be related to the sheer power of his brother’s strikes. He had been bedridden for at least a couple days. He was dehydrated, hungry. 
 
    Why, then was he going outside to face Shedrup? Why was he taking a few steps away from him and preparing to engage the man? 
 
    Because Danzen felt savage in that moment, he felt the bloodlust of revenge, he wanted to take his anger and his anguish out on somebody, and Shedrup had presented himself as a low-hanging fruit, an easy target. 
 
    “I’m ready,” Danzen said as he brought his fists up, his arms shaking. 
 
    Shedrup sprang into action, his first punch forcing the former assassin to the ground. 
 
    “This isn’t a fair fight,” Jelmay said, coming forward, ready to engage the cultivator. 
 
    Danzen looked at the bakeneko, his vision blurring once again. “I will handle this.” 
 
    “I told you… I told you what would happen.” Shedrup dropped down to deliver a fist to Danzen’s stomach, the former assassin realizing now that Shedrup wasn’t going to draw blood, that he was only going to pummel him to death.  
 
    He was able to push Shedrup away, and once he was back on his feet, Danzen came in for a punch that missed. Shedrup used his shoulder to slam him back down. 
 
    Everything flashed red and black. 
 
    Danzen could feel a pain in his bones now, sounds oscillating from his left to his right ear. Shedrup delivered another blow and then turned away, leaving Danzen in the courtyard, the former assassin lying on his back staring up at the sky.  
 
    It looked like it was cloudy, but he couldn’t quite tell, and with the wind knocked out of him he found himself gasping for air, colors flashing, the world oscillating. A numbing sense of ennui started to come over him, Danzen feeling like the air was starting to thin. 
 
    Once again, for the second time in less than forty-eight hours, Danzen passed out.

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen Ravja had no concept of the time that passed. His delirium brought him flashes of his past, some of the marks he had handled, demonic faces, the confrontations he’d avoided through his power, scars that told a history, and his Demon Speak ability. 
 
    He was perched on a rooftop staring down onto an open balcony, watching as a man received pleasure from a woman. She never would know what happened to him, the man suddenly lurching forward, a sword blooming out of his chest and disappearing as quickly as it came. Danzen’s mark hunched over, dead. 
 
    Fast kills.  
 
    Slow, more calculated kills as well, Danzen stalking his mark for weeks, waiting for her bodyguards to finally make a mistake. 
 
    With its various buildings, and the way people seemingly built on top of one another, Arsi had been one of the easier places to track his prey. But it presented other challenges; there was always something happening in the city split by the Sakai River, people always about, witnesses rampant. 
 
    It was here that Danzen relived another one of his kills, one in which the bodyguards were members of the Brotherhood. 
 
    It was one of the stranger contracts he had taken, a request for no blood, no trace of poison, simply death. Make it seem like an accident. 
 
    In his years as an assassin, he had learned that stalking people at night was generally to his benefit, but this was precisely when his mark was most guarded, her assassin bodyguards well aware that if someone wanted to kill the woman, they would do so after dusk. 
 
    Danzen hadn’t read the details of the contract for this one, only knowing that she had screwed over a business partner, and ordered the death of his children. He also got a sense that she knew she was being tracked as well, at least for the first two weeks. 
 
    But then, as they always did, his target let up her guard, sneaking out for a walk early one morning, Danzen finally able to get a private moment with her. 
 
    “Kill yourself tonight,” he told his mark, summoning his ability. “Make it quick; do not hesitate.” 
 
    It wasn’t Danzen’s preferred way of handling one of his contracts, but it would work, and it would adhere to the instructions he had been given. 
 
    He watched that night as the woman threw herself off her balcony. She didn’t die upon impact, Danzen cursing himself as she struggled, as she screamed out in pain. Her bodyguards came, and as one of them tried to help her, she grabbed the dagger sheathed at his boot and used both arms to drive it into her heart. 
 
    It was memories like this that told Danzen he didn’t deserve a second chance, and he certainly didn’t deserve a peaceful retirement living in a monastery.  
 
    Even though he didn’t currently know whose bed he rested in, Danzen got the urge to leave, to hide away for the remainder of his life, not able to repent for his sins. 
 
    But then a new feeling came to him, one with a glimmer of hope, Danzen reminding himself that he was trying to get better. He was learning to bend his echo and growing in power. Most importantly, he needed to save the villagers that had been taken by his demon brother. 
 
    He awoke with a gasp, Kudzu by his side as always, Jelmay in the room as well, the bakeneko’s eyes going wide once he heard Danzen gasp. 
 
    “Where… Where am I?” 
 
    “You are at Eva Yin’s place,” Kudzu said. 
 
    Danzen recognized the smell, one of the light perfumes that he associated with pillowers.  
 
    His vision wavering into focus, Danzen saw that the room was painted red, everything about the place oozing sensuality, from the curves of the furniture to the various items used to freshen up, available on a dresser. 
 
    “How about trying to heal up before you fight Shedrup?” Jelmay asked. “I know you can take him, but not in the condition you were in yesterday.” 
 
    “Heal?” Danzen placed his hand on his ribcage, wincing, noticing that he was still hurting. 
 
    He’d never had pain like this in his life; every wound he’d ever received, no matter how deep, only hurt initially. There never was anything left of the wound aside from a scar, Danzen entirely unfamiliar with the concept of living with pain. 
 
    “It’s your brother,” Jelmay told him. “His attacks had a way of… we don’t really know how to describe it other than penetrating your healing ability. You still seem to be getting better, but you are recovering more slowly than normal.” 
 
    “And your stupid fight with Shedrup only exacerbated the situation,” Kudzu chided him. 
 
    “Where is he?” Danzen asked. “Where’s Shedrup?” 
 
    “He’s at his uncle’s place, back in the basement where he belongs,” Jelmay told him. 
 
    “And we are in… Chutham?” 
 
    “No, Suja Village, the First District. Eva wanted to bring you here in the beginning, but Elder Sonders stepped in,” Kudzu told him. 
 
    “And Usagi?” 
 
    “He got tired of waiting around and headed back to the forest,” Jelmay said, a hint of disdain in his voice. “Not a moment too soon. I was this close to eating him, Pilgrim,” said the bakeneko, making a gesture with his fingers. “This close. Besides, his power doesn’t seem to have an effect on you anyway. At least you have an herbalist here. Dalan is quite good. Speaking of which…” 
 
    Kudzu reached for a circular pill made of grain. She handed it to Danzen, and fetched him a small bowl of water as well. 
 
    “And what does this do?” he asked as he examined the pill. 
 
    “It’s a kind of pain medication made from some of the roots that grow in the mountains. I’ve been giving you one every two hours since you got here.” 
 
    “Right,” Danzen said as he washed the pill down with water. “I need to go back to my monastery and prepare.” 
 
    Jelmay shook his head. “You just now swallowed pain medication, and the first thing you want to do is go back to your monastery and prepare? Prepare for what?” 
 
    “I need to go to Diyu. Is there… Is there still time?” he asked, not able to hide the hint of desperation in his voice. 
 
    “Time for what?” asked Jelmay. 
 
    “Time to save their souls at the Tavern. That’s where they are, right?” 
 
    “Ah, I see what you’re thinking. I guess you could say I have good news, and I have bad news. Your brother didn’t kill the villagers,” Kudzu told the former assassin, “he took them with him. If you couldn’t figure it out already, that second part is the bad news.” 
 
    “I… I remember,” Danzen said, recalling Nomtoi’s last words to him, challenging him to come to Diyu to save the villagers. “What happened to you? Were you injured?” he asked Kudzu. It was clear that she had no injuries, but he remembered her being tossed aside by his brother. 
 
    “I morphed back into my fox form as soon as I could and escaped,” she said, a look of shame coming across her face. “I ran to Eva, figuring she would be able to intervene.” 
 
    “You should have come to me,” said Jelmay, in a tone that told Danzen he had already said this to her a few times. “I’m the one that predicted this would happen, remember? I’m not going to say I am the most prescient bakeneko this side of Osul, but I did predict he would show up, and if you recall, our first fight was in those very streets,” he reminded the two of them. “So in a way, I gave you sort of a taste of what was to come. I wouldn’t have let him do that to you, trust me, Pilgrim.” 
 
    “Don’t flatter yourself. Eva Yin was the closest person I knew who had power, but she was asleep as a result of her treatment. Dalan and I, along with one of her bodyguards, returned to the Third District, but by this point Shedrup was already helping you to his uncle’s place.” 
 
    “Shedrup helped me?” 
 
    “Elder Sonders saw to that.” 
 
    Danzen was quiet as he put all the pieces together. 
 
    His brother had attacked him, Kudzu had escaped to get help, but by this point Danzen had been beaten down, the villagers taken.  
 
    “I’m glad to see you are awake.” 
 
    He looked up once he saw Eva Yin step into the room, the madame in teal robes, two bows in her hair, the woman as young as ever, her skin vibrant and the makeup around her eyes and lips elaborate. 
 
    “Have you told him?” Eva Yin asked. 
 
    Kudzu hesitated. 
 
    “Told me what?” Danzen asked, expecting even worse news. 
 
    “A couple things,” she said as she came to his bedside and placed her small hand on his arm. Danzen felt a tingling sensation, one of apprehension as he took in the woman. “I am assuming by now that you desire to go to Diyu to save the villagers.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Kudzu said as much, and it would be against my nature to warn you against your nature. Instead, and because I’m feeling charitable, I’m here to offer you my help.” 
 
    “Your help?” Danzen asked. 
 
    Eva Yin sighed in a peaceful way. “I’m feeling much stronger with my ongoing treatment, and a power such as mine may be useful to you.” 
 
    “You would go there with me?” he asked. “To Diyu?” 
 
    “Not just her,” Jelmay said, “Kudzu and I will be going as well.” 
 
    “You are not strong enough yet, Pilgrim,” said Eva Yin, “and we don’t know how long it will take for you to recover. That is why I have a suggestion, something that may help you. If you desire any chance in defeating your brother, you’re going to need to at least be able to match his strength. But there doesn’t seem to be enough time for you to be able to do that. Even with your enhanced strength due to your bloodline, you would need to really dedicate yourself to bending your echo. But there is another way.” 
 
    “Another way?” 
 
    Eva rolled up her sleeves to show Danzen her bracelet, which featured several glimmering stones. “I have another one like it,” she said, tilting her head to her other wrist. “It is a Sunyata talisman. They are remnants.” 
 
    “I can tell,” Danzen said as he noticed a light glow radiating off the jewels. “What are you suggesting?” 
 
    “I am suggesting you ingest one of these remnants to help you heal,” she said softly. “Just one, for now.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Eva Yin brought the bracelet over to the dresser. She opened the drawer to retrieve a pair of pliers. 
 
    “You were planning this all along?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    “The pliers?” Eva shook her head. “We cater to all fetishes at this pleasure house, hence the pliers.” 
 
    “I don’t know if this is a good idea,” Kudzu said as she bit her lip, her gray eyes scanning Danzen’s face.  
 
    “For once, I agree with you,” the bakeneko told her. “Pilgrim?” 
 
    “I would like an answer before I remove the stone,” said Eva. “To be clear, it’s a small stone; I don’t expect it to do anything drastic to you.” 
 
    “And what does your brother think?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “I’m glad you asked. It was his idea. Dalan is seeing to some of his clients now, but if you would like to wait until later to do this, we can.” Eva Yin paused, and looked over to Danzen. “It is your body, after all.” 
 
    “How will it affect my echo?” he asked her.  
 
    He knew that Eva had both bent her echo and utilized talismans and remnants; if anyone knew its effect, it would be her. 
 
    “Normally, I would suggest just wearing one to see how you react to it,” she said, “but your injuries are internal, and while Dalan thinks you will eventually heal up, it could take longer than you would like, upwards of weeks. As to the effect it would have on your overall echo: a remnant could theoretically bump you up a subranking, but it can only do this at the lowest levels. One can only get so strong from consuming a remnant or even wearing a talisman. That, in fact, is why the aftereffects of abusing remnants can vary so widely.” 
 
    Danzen recalled some of the aftereffects he had seen, like Soko’s missing legs and Norwin Dawa’s arm bindings. “I am currently a Golden Adept; do you think you could move me to the Mancer tier?” 
 
    “That’s not for me to say. As I mentioned, my brother is prescribing it mostly because he thinks it will augment your healing ability. So while it may help you move up a tier, the main point in doing this is for you to get better. You would need to have your overall ranking checked at a shrine.” 
 
    “And I still would need to grow stronger to fight my brother…” 
 
    “It may help you in that regard as well, but considering your demon bloodline, Dalan thinks the best way forward would be to start small. So, are you ready to start small?” 
 
    Danzen looked to Kudzu, who was slowly shaking her head, and from there to Jelmay, who seemed somewhat satisfied with Eva Yin’s explanation. 
 
    The bakeneko stepped over to the madame and examined the stone. “It’s pretty small, Pilgrim. I could probably swallow it without having any effects…” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Danzen told them suddenly. “If it will help me heal so I can focus on saving the villagers, I’ll do it.” 
 
    “It will only take a moment to get it out of my bracelet,” Eva said. 
 
    “And you don’t mind?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t know how much longer I will be alive,” she admitted. “My brother seems to think I still have plenty of time left, but I don’t know if that is the case or not. I grew up in Suja Village, and I don’t want to see any harm come to its residents, even if many of them may not enjoy my presence.” She popped the remnant out of its bracket. 
 
    “Are you sure about this, Danzen?” Kudzu asked him. 
 
    “I’m sure.” 
 
    Danzen was in incredible pain. He didn’t know how long it would take for the medication that Dalan had prescribed him to kick in, but as he lay in the bed, every subtle movement sent a shock of anguish through his body. He could even feel Eva stepping over to him, the vibrations moving from the floorboard to the bed frame, Danzen trying not to grit his teeth. 
 
    “I will give it to him,” Kudzu said, stepping around Eva. She offered the woman her palm; Eva Yin deposited the remnant in her hand. 
 
    “Thank you,” Danzen said. 
 
    Kudzu took the small bowl of water off the nightstand. She slowly placed the remnant in Danzen’s mouth, following this up with water to wash it down. 
 
    As soon as he swallowed it, Danzen wondered if he had done the right thing.  
 
    He had never abused a remnant before, yet here he was, not even a month after learning to bend his echo, already looking for a way to enhance his power. 
 
    He had to remind himself that there was more to it than that, that there was a reason for doing what he was doing, and that was the villagers, the people he cared for. They were the ones who mattered most, and it was his fault that they had been taken to Diyu. A few of them had even come to his defense, this thought sparking a bit of anger in Danzen as he thought of his brother, how pompous Nomtoi had been, how unnecessarily cruel his actions were. 
 
    There was no reason to involve the villagers, no reason for Nomtoi to destroy their establishments or bring fear into their lives. Danzen and Kudzu had been heading back to his monastery; his brother could have met him along the road there, things could have been settled much differently. 
 
    But Nomtoi was playing with him, and now he was daring Danzen to do something about it. 
 
    And that was a call Danzen would answer. 
 
    His muscles tensed all of a sudden, his eyes bulging for a moment, flaring red, blackened veins appeared on his flesh and then fading away. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Kudzu asked. Rather than say anything, Jelmay grabbed her by the wrist and started leading her out of the room, Eva Yin already in the process of exiting as well. 
 
    Danzen nearly flung himself off the bed, a flame now burning deep inside him, hotter than anything he’d ever experienced before. 
 
    His vision flashed yellow. Danzen fell to the floor, digging his fingers into the wood. Trembling, he got to his feet, boiling rage surging through his body, blinding him to everything around him. Danzen grabbed the nearest object, which happened to be the nightstand, and hurled it out the window. 
 
    This was hell.

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    To stop himself from tearing apart the room, Danzen dropped down into a ball and clutched his knees tightly. He trembled, hoping that he would be able to contain the energy surging through him. 
 
    With the force of a bull, he stood and flipped the bed onto its side, Danzen feeling as if was trapped in a cage, that if he just put enough effort behind it, he could free himself for good; free himself from this madness, from the loneliness, from the sadness and the baggage that came with a lifetime of extinguishing life. 
 
    He was a destroyer of life, Danzen so desensitized by violence and the things he was capable of that it would have scared most people. 
 
    But there were those who cared for him, and as he continued to tremble, as he started to reach for his sword, which was the true holder of his destructive power, Danzen was finally able to get control over himself. 
 
    And then the sweats came, every pore opening up in his body, Danzen completely drenched by the time he dropped to his knees. The sweats were followed by bursts of energy and exhaustion, alternating, Danzen’s heart rate increasing and slowing, the former assassin suddenly hot and then quickly cooling off. 
 
    He could taste blood, and felt a sharp fluttering in his stomach; a ringing in his ears made it impossible for him to decipher sounds around him. Danzen saw red, but red was no longer a color that meant destruction to him; it took on another meaning, everything about his world suddenly linked.  
 
    Was this how remnants truly operated? Was this Sunyata? Was this the link that held everything together? 
 
    Things started to morph back into their normal shapes, regain their color, Danzen noticing that his internal ailments no longer ached the way they had just ten minutes ago. Or was it an hour ago? 
 
    Time certainly had passed.  
 
    The room was darker than it had been before he had consumed the remnant, the red walls only amplifying the darkness as they absorbed light. 
 
    But it had only felt like a few minutes. A pulsing on Danzen’s arms caused him to look down and see a vein appearing, darkening, and then disappearing again. This seemed to be happening all over his body, each pulse less prominent than the previous one. 
 
    It was when his breath started to normalize that he finally pushed himself off the ground, Danzen feeling a sense of anguish in that moment as he remembered that he was a true half-breed, despised by both sides. This feeling of self-hate quickly left, replaced with one of satisfaction, the remnant seemingly adjusting his mood on the fly. 
 
    Danzen was now energized, then tired, then relieved, then anxious. Each adjustment seemed shorter than the last, almost matching the pulsing nature of his veins. 
 
    “I see you’ve destroyed the room,” Eva Yin said as she stepped into the space, Kudzu following behind her, Jelmay the last to enter. 
 
    “You don’t look so great, Pilgrim,” he said, his ears twitching as he took in the former assassin. 
 
    “This is my fault,” Eva said, bowing her head at Danzen. “I should have told you the aftereffects of consuming a remnant. And don’t worry about the room; this is nothing we haven’t seen here before.” 
 
    “I’ve…” He swallowed hard. “I’ve heard of the aftereffects. Someone has told me before,” Danzen said, referring to Soko, and one of the times she had attacked him after abusing a remnant. She had been hard enough to contain then, and that was before she lost the usage of her legs and gained the ability to fly. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “How does it look like he’s feeling?” asked Jelmay. “I have to admit, Pilgrim, you still look a bit haggard. Don’t take that the wrong way; maybe it’s best you rest for a few more hours. Or days.” 
 
    “No, it’s time to go to my monastery, and…” Danzen looked to Kudzu. “I want to visit the Abbot, test my power, and see if there’s a way I can grow stronger before we have to go.” 
 
    “You want to consume more remnants?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    Danzen shook his head. “No, not if I can help it. But Abbot Monpo may know something else I could do. Or he may know of a remnant I can visit in the area, a way to absorb power. That’s what people do, right?” 
 
    “It is one way,” Eva said cautiously. “But perhaps you should rest a bit longer. Maybe I could send a few of my pillowers up to keep you entertained for the night. That may settle your mood into something a bit more… Manageable.” 
 
    Jelmay snorted. “I can’t imagine Pilgrim here with a couple of your pillowers, as you say. He looks like a madman; he will scare them half to death.” 
 
    “They’ve seen far worse than this.” 
 
    “No,” Kudzu said, just a little too loud. “We can go back to the monastery and rest there, if that’s what you want.” 
 
    “Look who changes her tune,” said Jelmay. He was about to continue ribbing her until he registered the dirty look that she shot in his direction, the bakeneko stepping away. “It’s up to you, Pilgrim, do what you like. But you know I’m ready to go to Diyu with you when you think it is time.” 
 
    “Four days,” Danzen told all of them. “We leave in four days. That should be enough time to take care of what I need to take care of before we go. And you don’t have to come.” 
 
    “I’ve already told you that I’m coming,” Eva Yin said. “You will need all the help you can get; if you know anyone else in the valley who is strong enough to journey to Diyu, now would be the time to call upon that person.” 
 
    “Anyone else?” asked Jelmay. “You mean Usagi? We don’t want that filthy little rabbit coming with us.” 
 
    “Perhaps him, or someone else,” Eva said, Danzen picking up on what she was hinting at. 
 
    “I will go there now,” he told her. 
 
    “Good. You should bathe first, and change into a pair of fresh robes. I have some available for you in the washroom. If you need assistance bathing, please, do not hesitate to let me know. I have pillowers who are particularly good at cleaning men.” 
 
    “No, I can do it myself,” Danzen told Eva Yin. “Thanks.” 
 
    “You sure, Pilgrim?” Jelmay asked. “An assisted bath sounds like a great plan to me. Heck, I may stick around—” 
 
    “He’s sure,” said Kudzu, interrupting the bakeneko, “and you’re coming with us.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    With his companions in tow, both of whom were now morphed into humans, Danzen made his way to the Third District. It pained him to see the damage that had been done—most of the buildings near the spot where the fight had taken place were destroyed. 
 
    He couldn’t shake the fact that this was his doing. This would have never happened had he not shown up in Suja Village.  
 
    It was late afternoon now, the sun blotched out by blue-gray clouds with streaks of black in them, the day surprisingly breezy, the wind whipping through some of the debris. 
 
    There were no children around, and the only other person they saw in the streets was a man dragging a cart of fresh cabbage, the look on his face telling Danzen that he was anxious to get out of the Third District. Even with the immediate absence of life, it wasn’t quite a ghost town. From his current vantage point, Danzen could see that the homes behind the main street were intact; he even saw someone sitting on their balcony. 
 
    Danzen knew what he needed to do. 
 
    He turned to his right and headed onto a dirt road that moved through the residential area, the former assassin aimed at Elder Sonders’ mansion. He found it curious as he walked that the Elder had been the one who had initially nursed him back to health, especially as Danzen suspected the older man agreed with his nephew, that Danzen had only brought trouble to the village. Perhaps he’d been wrong about the Elder after all. 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    Danzen nodded. He felt a sense of queasiness, likely from swallowing the remnant and not fully mending his wounds. But that would come, he would eventually recover, and he had things he needed to handle in the meantime. 
 
    He opened Elder Sonders’ gate and entered the courtyard.  
 
    “That’s far enough,” a voice came from the window, Danzen recognizing it as belonging to Shedrup.  
 
    The door eventually opened and Shedrup stepped out, his beard wild as always, strands of his hair whipping against his forehead, the man wearing dark-gray robes. His uncle was behind him, hunched over a bit, both hands on his cane, the purple wolf with the jewel in its mouth aimed at the former assassin. 
 
    “What do you want?” Shedrup asked. 
 
    “Be kind,” Elder Sonders started to say. 
 
    It was instinctual.  
 
    Even though he had other reasons for visiting, Danzen found his hand on the hilt of his famed blade, Astra thrumming with anticipation, thirsty to engage. He was stronger now than the last time he had faced off against Shedrup, and he was also exhausted from the remnant, not so keen to adhere to the norms of chivalry by this point. 
 
    But that wasn’t why he was here. 
 
    It went against Danzen’s basic nature to remove his hand from the hilt of his sword, but he did so anyway, showing Shedrup and his uncle his palms. 
 
    “Explain yourself,” said Shedrup, his eyes igniting for a flash. It was then that Danzen noticed he was no longer standing on the ground, the cultivator floating just a few inches above the pavement. 
 
    It had been a while since Danzen had felt so strong in staring down an opponent.  
 
    Sure, Shedrup could fight, and he clearly had done things with his echo that most normal people weren’t able to do. But even now, if Danzen wanted, he could withdraw his Blade of Darkness and send a swath of shadow forward that not only killed Shedrup, but would also take his uncle as well. That, or he could loose his boomerang sword, and have it back in his hand by the time Shedrup realized he’d been stabbed in the throat. 
 
    This notion slowly faded away, Danzen learning long ago not to underestimate his opponent, to never fully trust that instinct. Every time he assumed he was stronger, it backfired. Shedrup knew what Danzen was capable of, yet he had challenged him anyway, which was another reason the former assassin was here. 
 
    He needed the man’s help. 
 
    “In four days, I’m going to Diyu to collect the villagers who were taken by…” It was hard to say the words, but Danzen said them anyway, realizing that this was part of the process, part of who he was. “The villagers who were taken by my brother,” he finally said. 
 
    “The demon was your brother?” Shedrup asked, his eyes flaring up. 
 
    “You mean to tell us you two are related?” Elder Sonders asked, stepping around his nephew.  
 
    “Half-brother, but yes. I’d never met him until then. He showed up while I was walking back to my monastery. I wanted for us to take our fight outside the city, but…” 
 
    “—Why would I even consider helping you?” Shedrup asked, the man still floating, the wind whipping around him, as if it were excited by the energy he was putting off. 
 
    “Because you care about the village too, and I know…” Danzen thought back to what he had learned once about Shedrup, that his wife and son were killed by bandits. “I know that if it had been your wife or your child who had been taken, and there was a chance that they could be recovered, that you would do anything to get them. Well, there are other villagers who could lose loved ones to my brother’s actions. I’m doing this for them. I’m going there to save them and meet my brother head on, and I want you to join me.” 
 
    “Join you on a trip to Diyu?” Shedrup asked. 
 
    “Yes. Meet me at the monastery in four days.” 
 
    “And what will you do between now and then?” Elder Sonders asked, curious as ever. 
 
    “Grow as strong as I possibly can, and I suggest you do the same, Shedrup. This isn’t going to be easy.” 
 
    Danzen backed away from the two men. Once he reached the narrow lane outside of Elder Sonders’ mansion, he turned toward Maral’s home. 
 
    Jelmay quickly caught up with him, Kudzu not far off. 
 
    “Do you think he’ll come?” the bakeneko asked. 
 
    “We will see,” Danzen said. 
 
    “If he is willing to fight as much as he is willing to help, then he will surely be there,” Kudzu said as they came to Maral’s large home. For once, Danzen couldn’t hear her three sons running around inside and exhausting their mother, and he wasn’t sure if they were even home after the first knock. 
 
    It took him several more knocks for someone to actually come to the door, Danzen greeted by Erdene, Temur’s oldest son. The youth with long black hair and acne peppered across the bridge of his nose looked downtrodden. 
 
    “I need to speak to your mother,” Danzen said. 
 
    Rather than reply, he simply motioned for Danzen to follow. Kudzu and Jelmay stayed behind in the foyer as Erdene led Danzen to one of the spare bedrooms, where the former assassin found Maral resting, her two other sons, Toli and Batu, looking after her. 
 
    She normally looked a bit worse for wear because of her three boys, but now it was something else, exhaustion mixed with hopelessness. It looked as if she hadn’t changed clothing in days, her hair matted together, new wrinkles on her forehead. 
 
    “Maral. I’m going after your husband in four days,” Danzen told her, not sure of how to begin the conversation. 
 
    The woman glanced up to him, confusion first setting in followed by realization, with just a hint of understanding. 
 
    “Going where?” 
 
    Danzen realized with her next statement that most of the villagers didn’t quite understand what Nomtoi had done. 
 
    Maral continued: “No offense, but how would you even do that to begin with? Are you going to retrieve him from Diyu? Is that even possible? It wasn’t his soul that was taken, like last time with Khamdo. It was… It was him. All of him,” she said, starting to choke up. 
 
    “Temur is not dead. I will do my best to bring him back, to bring all of them back.” Danzen swallowed hard. “Have faith. It will take me some time.” 
 
    “How long?”  
 
    “Hopefully not longer than six days. Elder Sonders knows as well, you can consult him about it.” 
 
    After a few more words, Danzen left the room and met with Kudzu and Jelmay in the foyer. They stepped out, the bakeneko gently asking how it went, Danzen not replying as they made their way to their next stop. 
 
    Danzen knocked on Sarnai’s door, and it wasn’t long before she came, holding baby Leegan with one arm. 
 
    “Pilgrim? I’m so… so glad to see that you are better,” she said, her cheeks puffy red. 
 
    “I just wanted to stop by to let you know that I am going to bring your husband back. Khamdo’s not dead. I will go to Diyu and retrieve him.” 
 
    “He’s not dead?” Sarnai asked, her eye twitching. “Are you… Are you certain? I’ve already started working on funeral arrangements, we all have. The village is… a mess. No one knows what to do.” 
 
    Danzen nodded, even though he wasn’t certain what Nomtoi had truly done to the people he’d taken. It struck him in that moment that he was trusting the demon not to kill them, that Nomtoi could simply be lying. 
 
    But it was all he had, and he planned to go with it. 
 
    Yet again, he felt a flourish within him, Danzen recognizing the Sunyata remnant he had consumed and its power. He wondered if the sensation would go away, if people like Soko dealt with this regularly. 
 
    “I’m certain he’s alive,” Danzen said with finality. “Tell the community that I will be going after everyone who has disappeared. I will do my best to bring them back. Elder Sonders knows of my plan as well.” 
 
    “I… I know you will, Pilgrim. You care so much about us. I can see it in your eyes, and I have seen it through your actions, from when I first arrived at your monastery to what you did for Khamdo. I just hope… I just hope that you can do it,” she said, starting to choke up. 
 
    Her blind faithfulness in the former assassin produced a sense of elation within Danzen, one that he felt he had not earned yet. “Do not worry, stay strong, and I will see that this is handled.” He was just starting to turn away when Sarnai stopped him. 
 
    “Are you hungry, Pilgrim? I know it’s getting late, but I was going to cook something soon. Perhaps you and your companions,” she said, looking to Jelmay and Kudzu, “would do well to have a meal.” 
 
    “We’re fine,” Danzen said. 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Jelmay said, stepping forward. “We would love to join you for dinner, in fact, Kudzu here is pretty handy in the kitchen,” he said, motioning toward the fox woman, a sly grin taking shape on his face. “And I’m great with the baby.” 
 
    “We’re fine,” Danzen said again, with finality this time. 
 
    Sarnai waved his concern away. “Nonsense. Let’s share a meal and then I’ll see you off. I’m a firm believer in the power of food. It’s what binds us all. And I want to hear more about what you plan to do… All of it. Will you tell me everything?” 
 
    “As much as I’m able to,” he finally said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Part Nine 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun was setting by the time Danzen and his two yokai companions reached his monastery, Yama and Nama coming halfway down the hill to greet them. 
 
    “I can’t believe you would say something like that,” Kudzu told Jelmay, just as the bakeneko plopped down on the hillside. 
 
    He placed his hands on his distended belly. “What? If we aren’t able to get Khamdo, I will just become him, and then move in with Sarnai. Easy. I can have her meals three times a day, maybe four, and keep her happy and raise that baby as if it were my own. I’m pretty handy, not as handy as him, but I can learn.” 
 
    “That’s the stupidest thing you’ve ever said.” 
 
    “What’s so stupid about it?” he asked her. “She doesn’t have to know her husband died. I will act like I have amnesia or something, so she can sort of fill me back in. I’ll be a great husband to her, believe me. You don’t have to worry about that part.” 
 
    “You’re not doing that,” Danzen said as he opened the door of his monastery and stepped inside. He went into his bedroom, to his weapons rack, where he placed his glaive, and his two swords. He saw Thane’s two bladed gauntlets; rather than simply observe them and move on, Danzen went for the weapons this time. 
 
    He placed the first gauntlet on his left arm, noticing an energy radiating from it. He noticed how it fit over his knuckles, but wasn’t able to figure out how to trigger the blade. Danzen examined the piece further, still not able to discern how his former instructor had used the weapon. 
 
    He hadn’t thought about it since their encounter, but it was Thane who had given Danzen’s unique ability a name, Demon Speak, the towering man there for Danzen’s first introduction to his powers. 
 
    It was a shame he came after him in the end. Danzen had always respected Thane. 
 
    “I sent Jelmay away for the night,” Kudzu said as she came into Danzen’s bedroom, still in her human form. Her gray eyes dropped to the weapons on Danzen’s arms. “How do they work?” 
 
    “I can’t figure it out.” He examined them again, and making sure that nothing was in his way, he shook the blade, wondering if that triggered it in some way. 
 
    Yet again, he felt a strange pull within him, but he was too exhausted to analyze it, and recognize it for what it was, his echo. 
 
    Danzen eventually put the weapons up, hanging both of them on his rack. He could see to them in the morning.  
 
    Still feeling weak, he took off his boots and relaxed onto his bed. 
 
    Kudzu came to his bedside. “Can I get you anything? Do you want me to get some water?” 
 
    “That would be nice,” he told her. “I should check on the chicken as well.” 
 
    “There may be a few eggs.” 
 
    By the time Kudzu returned with water, Danzen was asleep, his head off to the side, hair in his face. He didn’t see Kudzu tuck him in, nor did he know that she sat by his bedside for an hour to make sure that he wasn’t exhibiting any other symptoms from swallowing the remnant. 
 
    The next morning came, Danzen cursed to forget the absolutely amazing dream that revealed something to him he could hardly fathom. 
 
    Rebuild Sunyata. 
 
    He had been close enough to hell to see what it looked like, but in the dream, he saw heaven too, Sunyata and all of its glories before it had fallen, before it had been dragged down into the muck by Diyu. 
 
    Danzen sat up and found Kudzu in her fox form now, asleep before the bed, a cup of water on the small table that Khamdo had built him. 
 
    Danzen drank the water and started his day, first going to the well, then checking on Basan, his two lion dogs circling him as he made his way around his property. Sure enough he found Jelmay out front, the bakeneko eating from a bag of dried meat. 
 
    “I was wondering when you two would get up. What’s the plan for today, Pilgrim?” he asked, the cat not looking up at him. Instead, he stared out toward the canopy of the Asura Forest, which was covered in a fine blue mist. 
 
    “First the shrine, and then wherever the Abbot sends me from there.” 
 
    “And you are feeling better today?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. “I feel like myself again.” 
 
    “Brooding, looking to repent, and also able to kill on a moment’s notice?” 
 
    A thin smile formed on the former assassin’s face. “Something like that.” 
 
    “In that case, let’s wake up the fox and get this little show on the road. I’m guessing you’re going to make something for breakfast, and I’ll have some of that as well. Plus, I have some snacks here,” he said, showing Danzen the sack of dried meat. “If I recall, they had pretty good food at the fox shrine. Definitely a dining experience I would like to replicate.” 
 
    “You don’t need to come with us, you know.” 
 
    “Bah! And let you two have all the fun after your brother suddenly attacked the village? Most certainly not. You and the fox are stuck with me, in case you haven’t already figured that out. But I think it’s good for all of us. I like your company, you like mine. Isn’t that right, Pilgrim?” 
 
    Rather than respond, Danzen simply turned away, hoping to get a head start in letting Kudzu know that Jelmay was planning to tag along. 
 
    “Hey! Pilgrim, don’t you like having me around?” Jelmay called after him. 
 
    Danzen stopped at the entrance to his monastery, Yama and Nama coming up alongside him, both of them startling Jelmay. 
 
    “I’m not certain how I feel about there being two of them,” the bakeneko told him with a grunt. “One lion dog was enough. And you never answered my question.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “About having me around…” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re around,” Danzen finally said, a smile forming on Jelmay’s face, his whiskers standing to attention. 
 
    “Really? You mean it?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Since Jelmay was coming with them, Danzen and Kudzu decided against taking the less complicated route to the Panchen Mountains. As he had before, Danzen traveled with his three blades. He also carried his satchel with him as well, Thane’s gauntlets barely able to fit inside.  
 
    The three took the road that twisted around the Asura Forest, Jelmay stopping by his home before they left to grab some more jerky and his sword. 
 
    “One can never have enough jerky,” he said as he caught up with the two of them. “Quote me on that.” 
 
    What took place over the next hour was essentially a soliloquy on Jelmay’s part, the bakeneko touching on everything that had gone through his mind once Kudzu came to his home to tell him that Danzen’s brother had attacked, the yokai somehow linking this to when Kudzu had slapped him, and how shocked he had been. 
 
    “And he looked like what I showed you, right?” he asked the former assassin at some point, Danzen tuning back in. 
 
    “My brother?” 
 
    “No, Shedrup. Yes, your brother.” 
 
    “He did.” 
 
    “White robes, red hair, muscled?” 
 
    “Yes. Nomtoi could also transform his head into that of a wolf,” Danzen said, recalling that the wolf also had several eyes that ran down its sinister snout. 
 
    “A wolf head, huh? I didn’t see that part in my vision. Sounds ugly. Coyotes I can stomach, but wolves are generally big and mean. And don’t get me started on foxes.” 
 
    “He was absolutely terrifying, and nothing you could morph into would be able to mirror that demon,” Kudzu said with disdain. 
 
    “You’d be surprised what I can do.” 
 
    They came to a fork in the road, the three heading toward the right, which would eventually lead to a trail that brought them up into the mountains.  
 
    From there, it would be Kudzu’s job to lead the way. 
 
    It seemed like Jelmay wanted to speak more, but once Kudzu picked up her pace, there was little time for chatting. High mountaintops with snowy peaks cast deep purple shadows in the distance, Diyu with its red sky on the horizon, the three heading in a northerly direction. 
 
    The mudslides that had taken place during some of the heavier storms were ever present, the landscape changed. This caused Kudzu to stop several times and quickly decide on a new path for them to take. Jelmay chided her every time she did this, which only made her move faster. 
 
    By the time they reached the bridge that separated the fox shrine from the cliff across from it, Jelmay was half a mile behind them. 
 
    “Do we have to wait?” Kudzu asked, catching her breath, the sky above reflecting in her gray eyes. 
 
    “We probably should.” 
 
    “Fine…” Kudzu sat and looked out on the gorge between their current location and the shrine. It was amazing that the bridge was still standing, and it was clear that the topography of the area had changed, Danzen noticing that some of the stone on the cliff walls looked fresh, as if they had recently been scraped. 
 
    He crouched, his tongue pressing against the inside of his lip as he waited for Jelmay to reach them. 
 
    “Are you still feeling all right?”  
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “I still don’t know what to say about…” Kudzu shook her head. 
 
    “About what?” he asked after she never finished her sentence. 
 
    “About all of this. Your battle with your brother, the villagers being taken, consuming a remnant. I know it’s your body, I just don’t want to see…” Kudzu stood, her nostrils flaring open. “He’s almost here.” 
 
    “You were saying?” 
 
    She looked up at him with her gray eyes. “I just don’t want to see you injured or crazed. I really thought you were going to bring Eva’s pleasure house down yesterday.” 
 
    “It was like I wasn’t there,” Danzen told Kudzu. “I was somewhere else, and there were obstacles in my way. At least, that’s all I can remember from it. It was really strong. I don’t know how people do this regularly.” 
 
    “You’ve seen what happens to people that abuse remnants,” she reminded him as Jelmay finally caught up. 
 
    “One of you could have carried me,” he said, wheezing as he placed his paws on his knees. The bakeneko sucked in a deep breath and then bent backward, shaking it out.  
 
    “Carry you? Who are you now, Usagi?” 
 
    “No,” Jelmay told Kudzu, “I’m just saying that there has to be a faster way to get here.” 
 
    “We went the easy way.” 
 
    Danzen carefully crossed the bridge while they bickered. As soon as he reached the other side, the vines that covered the front of the fox shrine began to unravel. The two fox monks, as well as the seven-tailed Abbot Monpo, stepped out. 
 
    “You have returned so soon,” said the Abbot, concern flashing in his eyes. 
 
    “Something has come up.” 
 
    While Kudzu and Jelmay carefully crossed the bridge, Danzen caught the Abbot up, telling the fox of his brother’s attack, the villagers that were taken, his subsequent battle with Shedrup, the former assassin admitting point blank that he had consumed a remnant. 
 
    “And this was prescribed by Dalan?” 
 
    “Yes. Something about my brother’s powers injured me severely, internally. I’ve never been hurt like that before,” Danzen said, shuddering now as he recalled just how much his body had ached. He really didn’t feel like he was going to be able to walk away as quickly as he did. And even in that mindset, he had stupidly taken Shedrup’s challenge, only to be pummeled more. 
 
    “Sometimes consuming a remnant can help,” the Abbot admitted. “But you won’t be able to go past the Mancer tier doing things like that. It will likely help your subranking, and there are people that mistakenly assume that the powers they have received from abusing remnants have pushed them even to the Divinator tier, but they are mistaken. Believe me. I have met people like this.” 
 
    “Abbot Monpo,” Kudzu said, bowing her head as she approached. 
 
    “Friends,” said Jelmay. “You’ve got to do something about that bridge, but we can discuss that later. I don’t know if you have anything cooking, but if you do…” 
 
    “Of course we do,” said the Abbot. “We will feed you while Danzen and I see what the clay slab has to say.” 
 
    “You caught him up on everything?” Jelmay asked the former assassin. 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Everything everything?” 
 
    “Why would he lie?” asked Kudzu, who now sat off to Jelmay’s right. 
 
    “I’m just trying to make sure that we are all on the same page here.” 
 
    “There’s something else I want to see about,” Danzen said, going for his satchel. “These gauntlets belong to a former instructor of mine who tried to assassinate me. They have blades hidden inside them, but I am not able to activate them. I wanted to see if you’ve ever seen anything like this before.” 
 
    “I will examine them in human form,” Abbot Monpo said with a firm nod. “I also want you to tell me more about what you are planning to do about your brother. What did you say his name was?” 
 
    “Nomtoi.” 
 
    “Nomtoi Gantulga then, demon son of the ruler of Diyu,” said the seven-tailed fox. “Come, let’s begin the test and go from there. There is much to discuss.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    As they had before, Danzen and Kudzu took the right path through the tunnel of vines, Jelmay heading toward the left path with the two fox monks so he could eat. 
 
    “I’ll be sure to save some for you,” he called to them. 
 
    “That bakeneko,” Kudzu said under her breath as they came to the fox-human statues, the large remnant beyond that. Abbot Monpo led the two of them into the room near the remnant, the crumbles of clay on the floor freshly swept, slabs stacked in one corner, the pedestal and the rock across from them. 
 
    “Have you been bending your echo?” 
 
    “I have,” Danzen told him. “I’ve been going through the routine you taught me, and I’ve noticed something that seems to work for me.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “I don’t know if it is correct or not, but holding my weapons while I bend my echo allows me to feel the effects. I have learned numerous leg stances for combat, which I used as well.” 
 
    “Good, this is all good. You are finding your own way. That is one of the most important things when it comes to bending your echo. If you can find your own way, find a way to make the practice yours, you will excel beyond others who are less creative. At least from what I’ve seen. Please, take one of the slabs.” 
 
    Danzen selected one of the clay slabs, and as he held it with both hands, it began to tremble and glow white. 
 
    It shattered, the pieces falling to his feet. 
 
    “I moved down?” Danzen asked, confused.  
 
    He recalled that if it glowed green, it meant he was at the Stone subranking; white would be Crystal; blue would be Diamond; yellow would be Golden; and finally purple would be Soul. Last time he had taken the test, he was a Golden Adept. Did this mean that consuming the remnant had negatively affected him? 
 
    “I see, I see,” said Abbot Monpo. “Do not worry just yet. Please, to the stone.” 
 
    They stepped over to the pedestal, where Danzen had seen Kudzu momentarily float the stone. 
 
    “Reach out to it with your echo, communicate with it, lift it in the air. If you are able to do that, try to shatter it,” said the Abbot as he took a few steps back, Kudzu joining them. 
 
    Danzen remembered that things like hand gestures had no effect on this power. He simply was able to do it, or he wasn’t. Staring at the stone, Danzen felt a strange pull from it, as if it were attracted to him, as if he were a magnet. 
 
    The stone began to shake. 
 
    Eventually, its left side started to lift, its right side slowly joining. The stone floated two inches above the pedestal for a few seconds before Danzen was no longer able to hold it, the strain too much. 
 
    “The combination of bending your echo and consuming the remnant have moved you up to the next tier,” Abbot Monpo said. “Remarkable. I can now declare that you are a Crystal Mancer.” 
 
    “I am?” Danzen asked.  
 
    “But I’m afraid this won’t be enough for you to defend yourself and those you care about from a demon like your brother. How long do you have to grow stronger? Three days left, was it?” 
 
    Danzen nodded.  
 
    “In that case, there may be a solution, or at the very least, something that will aid in what you plan to do. There’s an abandoned shrine in the Asura Forest, not far from a lake where an orochi lives. You would have to leave tomorrow to reach it, but there is a remnant inside that could help us. It’s too late to go today, unless you plan to stay in the Asura Forest overnight.” 
 
    “We can leave tomorrow morning,” Kudzu said. “We have time.” 
 
    “If you leave in the morning, you should have time to return here by night, then you can stay here again and go from there.” 
 
    Danzen trusted Abbot Monpo. If the leader of the fox shrine thought something would give him a boost, it was certainly worth an attempt. He would need all the help he could get with his brother. 
 
    “In the meantime, we can bend our echoes together over the afternoon, and then have a fine meal. Unless…” Abbot Monpo tilted his head as he looked at Danzen. “Ah, yes, that’s right, your gauntlets. Let’s examine them now. Please, wait here a moment.” 
 
    The Abbot left the room with the clay slabs. 
 
    “How does it feel when you float the stone?” Danzen asked Kudzu. 
 
    “It’s not easy, and for me, it makes my head pound. You?” 
 
    “Similar.” 
 
    “But at least you’ve grown stronger, that’s worth something.” She hesitated for a moment. “You should be careful before ingesting another remnant.” 
 
    “I don’t plan to ingest another one,” Danzen said. “I want this process to be natural, I want to be in control.” 
 
    “It’s probably better that way. Speaking of ingesting things… how much do you think Jelmay has eaten by now?” she asked with a smirk. 
 
    “There’s no telling.” 
 
    Abbot Monpo stepped back into the room wearing glowing blue robes, his long hair in several braids. There was something magical about his human form, his ears slightly pointed, his skin radiant. “Let me examine the gauntlets.” 
 
    Danzen handed him one of the gauntlets and Abbot Monpo placed his arm inside. It was a bit large for him, but once he had the straps on, he stretched his arm out in front of him and loosened his fingers. 
 
    Schnikt! 
 
    The blade popped out, the piece as long as the gauntlet itself and razor-sharp. There were dark etchings at the base of the fuller, and it was clear that the weapon was the work of an expert craftsman. 
 
    “How did you do that?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “It’s rather ingenious. The blades are triggered by a person’s echo,” he said. “The same force you used to float the stone will trigger this blade. Actually, it will take less force to trigger the blade. Did you try that yet?” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. 
 
    “Then let’s try.” 
 
    Danzen placed the second gauntlet on his left hand, and once it was secure, he held it out in front of them. He imagined a pulse inside his body, and it was only when he brought his left leg back into a sword stance that the blade popped out. 
 
    Schnikt! 
 
    It was much more stable than it looked like it should have been, the blade practically an extension of his own skeleton. 
 
    “I believe…” Abbot Monpo’s blade retracted into the slot on the outer surface of the gauntlet, moving just as quickly as it had when he had brandished the weapon. “Yes, your echo also triggers its return. I know we have spoken of what happens if you draw blood,” the man started to say. 
 
    Danzen recalled in that moment his fight with Soko, and how he had almost controlled his hellspawns. He then remembered his brother easily taking control over the demons. He would need to mention this to the Abbot later. 
 
    “Wearing these gauntlets would offer you some protection, and they would also give you a secret weapon to use. Are they comfortable?” the Abbot asked as he began removing his gauntlet, which he handed to Danzen.  
 
    Using his leg for support, Danzen strapped the gauntlet on and then extended both his arms out in front of him. 
 
    Schnikt! Schnikt! 
 
    Both blades popped out, Danzen getting the hang of triggering them. “I would need to practice a little to make sure I’m comfortable with them, but yes, I believe this could help me.” 
 
    “We have a rooftop that may be suitable for your practice. Kudzu, perhaps you could take him up there while I see to Jelmay. We will have our evening meal in three hours or so; that should give you plenty of time to acclimate to your new weapon, or should I say, weapons.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen was greeted with a view of Diyu once he reached the rooftop of the shrine. He was far enough away that he didn’t feel a pull at his core as he had several times in the past, but it was certainly there, always present this deep into the Panchen Mountains. He felt something else in that moment, a longing for justice that was almost foreign to him. 
 
    Nomtoi had done something that was unforgivable, and unless Danzen addressed what he’d done, the villagers who had been taken would never see their loved ones again. If he was able to save them, he would have to use his Demon Speak ability to rewire their minds, Danzen assuming that their trip to Diyu was harrowing. 
 
    Justice had to be served. Rather than focus on what they could possibly be experiencing, Danzen focused on this very simple, yet often abused statement.  
 
    It was only a matter of time now. 
 
    Kudzu took a seat and cocked her head as she took in the former assassin. “You keep getting more weapons.” 
 
    “It appears that way, yes,” he told her, Danzen now with two swords sheathed at his waist, his Blade of Darkness on his back, and the two gauntlets on his arm. He placed his leather satchel near Kudzu and then took a few steps away from her. Danzen withdrew Astra and went through a few practice strokes. He then freestyled a bit, coming in with Astra, only to summon a gauntlet blade instead. 
 
    Schnikt! 
 
    It wasn’t that fluid at first, but eventually he got the hang of it, Danzen able to activate Thane’s gauntlet blades at will, and quickly too. 
 
    It would make a most wonderful surprise attack when the time came. 
 
    Their weight wasn’t so bad either, Danzen quickly adjusting to having them strapped to his arms. If anything, it would make his strikes just a bit stronger, plus, as Abbot Monpo had suggested, there was the added protection they provided. 
 
    He trained for well over an hour, Kudzu eventually resting with her head on her two front paws, her eyes darting left and right as Danzen practiced his stances. 
 
    At some point he began focusing on bending his echo, which only made him feel more energy, Danzen feeling a surge of power. The combination of wielding Astra and commanding his gauntleted blades truly augmented his practice. 
 
    It came time for them to head downstairs, Danzen noticing now that the sun was starting to set, that several hours had passed. Maintaining this kind of focus was something he had learned at the Brotherhood, through his myriad training scenarios. Even now, as he followed Kudzu downstairs, Danzen felt like he could go for more, the former assassin coming to the realization that the remnant he had swallowed was having an effect. 
 
    They had dinner, which consisted of various mushrooms and wild onions that grew in the mountains, Jelmay smacking his lips as he had his second or third meal since they arrived at the shrine. 
 
    After supper, they were led into a room away from the dining hall, where Abbot Monpo and Jelmay had a discussion about the history of yokai, Danzen learning that there truly was a time when they were integrated with humans all across the kingdom, that the fall of Sunyata had a souring effect on human-yokai relations. 
 
    It was an interesting conversation, one that Danzen would have gladly heard more of. 
 
    But he was also a bit tired, both from what had happened yesterday, and from his hours of training on the rooftop. 
 
    Abbot Monpo led the three of them to a long hallway of monks’ quarters, the leader of the shrine back in his fox form, his seven tails bouncing in the air as he trotted along. 
 
    “We will bend our echoes early in the morning in front of the remnant,” he told them as he came to the first room. “You are welcome to join us as well, Jelmay.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said the bakeneko. “Bending my echo isn’t really my thing. You must be thinking about another bakeneko you’re familiar with.” 
 
    “And what is your ‘thing,’ as you call it?”  
 
    Jelmay laughed at the Abbot’s question. “Well, for one, hanging out with humans seems to be one of my things, but I also like eating, as you can tell, so while the three of you bend your echoes, maybe I will have myself a little meal.” 
 
    “If it suits you, then I support it,” the Abbot said. “This first room is for you, Pilgrim. You can take the room next to him, Kudzu, and Jelmay, there is a room for you down the hall. It is important that you rest.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen slept well that night, and he enjoyed bending his echo the following morning alongside Abbot Monpo and Kudzu, as well as the two fox monks. He imagined it would have looked a little strange, a human and four white foxes performing a variety of gestures in front of a stone, but he felt better afterward, rejuvenated, stronger. 
 
    Ready for the next task. 
 
    Throughout the morning cultivation practice, Danzen wore his new bladed gauntlets, and as he did, memories of Thane came to him. He once again found himself on the steps of the Brotherhood, when he had first released his demons. 
 
    It brought him great sadness to think that Thane had tried to kill him in the end; Danzen had respect for the man. But he also knew that this was the way of the assassin, and that loyalty to a person and loyalty to the cause were different. 
 
    They ate breakfast with Jelmay, the bakeneko garrulous and shifty as always. 
 
    “I thought they would play a game of rocks with me,” he said, once the two monks that aided Abbot Monpo stepped out of the room. “I found them up last night and figured they’d be up for a little gambling. But no. No one gambles around here.” 
 
    “You were trying to gamble with the monks?” Kudzu asked him, disgusted by the suggestion. 
 
    “I sure was.” 
 
    “What did you even expect to get from them? They don’t have money.” 
 
    “I’m sure they have something of value around here. How long has this shrine been here? Eons? Bah, you are too worried about protocol. Everyone gambles, some better than others.” 
 
    Kudzu mumbled something about how they had to drag Jelmay out of a gambler’s den in the outpost of Tudan. Before he could offer his rebuttal, Abbot Monpo came into the dining area, now in his human form. He ducked under the stone archway, as Danzen had to do because it was low to the ground, a smile on his face as he saw the three of them. 
 
    “You are familiar with the location in the forest, right?” he asked Kudzu, referring to a conversation they’d had earlier, after bending their echoes together. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I assumed you were. The forest is large, and I didn’t want the two of you to get lost.” 
 
    “Lost?” Jelmay snickered. “I know the Asura Forest like I know the back of my own paw.” The bakeneko would have been more convincing had his face not been covered in porridge, a bit of it dripping off his furry chin. 
 
    “That’s good,” Abbot Monpo said. “I will see the three of you out.” 
 
    “I’m not finished with breakfast yet,” Jelmay protested. 
 
    “Yes, you are,” said Kudzu. “What is that? Your third bowl of porridge?” 
 
    “I don’t know what we’re getting into today, I want to make sure I have food in my belly.” 
 
    “I will meet you at the entrance,” Abbot Monpo said as he stepped out of the room. 
 
    “Do you all think he likes me?” Jelmay asked Kudzu once the man was gone. Danzen couldn’t tell by his tone if he was joking or not. 
 
    “I think he tolerates you, just like I do. Wipe your mouth, Jelmay, we’re going.” 
 
    The three met Abbot Monpo outside, the sky partially blotted out by the vines that were tangled together overhead, a few with budding white flowers on them. The vines opened up as he led them forward, allowing plenty of space for them to pass through. 
 
    After bidding farewell to the Abbot, they crossed the bridge in front of the shrine, and headed north, back through the mountains. 
 
    “That bridge,” Jelmay said as Kudzu led the way. “I swear, they need to fix that thing.” 
 
    “It keeps people that aren’t supposed to be there away,” she told him. 
 
    “That’s why there are only three foxes there; no one wants to make the journey all the way out here to eat porridge and cross a rickety bridge.” 
 
    “Speaking of porridge, you still have some on your face.” 
 
    Laughing to herself, Kudzu sped off, Danzen having to call upon his speed to reach her. This left Jelmay behind, the bakeneko running and huffing, his sheathed sword beating against his leg. 
 
    A light drizzle started up, Kudzu slowing just a hair. Danzen recalled what had happened last time it had rained while they were in the mountains, how dangerous the mudslide had been. The mud and rocks seemed like they would hold here, but he was still wary, vigilant of his surroundings. 
 
    It wasn’t too much longer until the terrain started to slope downward, trees appearing along some of the hills, the Asura Forest spread out before them in all its glory. A flock of birds lifted from a tree in the distance and swirled in a ring-like pattern, Danzen wondering if they were yokai. 
 
    The rocks gave way to roots and foliage, many of the flowers on the trees now dead, another hanging from their branches or rotting on the forest floor. The smell was overwhelmingly pungent, nature vibrant as always, Danzen pausing for a moment to appreciate its life cycles. 
 
    “Come on, Pilgrim, we have a remnant to steal,” Jelmay said. 
 
    “We’re not stealing a remnant,” Kudzu told him. “It was abandoned.” 
 
    “Call it what you want, but going to an abandoned shrine to fetch a remnant at the request of a seven-tailed fox is certainly an act of thievery. Sure, there may be some piety to your theft, but…” 
 
    “So you believe that if you find treasure, and take the treasure, you are stealing?” 
 
    “Sure,” Jelmay said, simply arguing for argument’s sake, the white fox not picking up on this as she continued to question him. 
 
    They bickered, Kudzu never realizing that Jelmay was just trying to get a rise out of her. 
 
    The three came to a part of the forest that Danzen was unfamiliar with, the trees taller here, the bark on their trunks almost cut like shingles. He ripped one of the shingles off and examined it, feeling its roughness. 
 
    “Were you a lumberjack in a former life?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    “I’ve never seen this kind of tree before,” said Danzen. 
 
    “Most humans haven’t,” said Kudzu. “And that’s a good thing. Once they find these trees, they will certainly start cutting them down. The bark has medicinal benefits, it’s also quite sturdy for constructing a home.” 
 
    “Does it have a name?” 
 
    “No,” Jelmay said. “Unlike humans, we yokai don’t feel the urge to categorize everything.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    They stopped an hour or so later to drink from a stream, Jelmay pointing out some tracks in the mud. “Those belong to a rokugyo,” he informed them. 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “It’s a fish that lives on land,” Jelmay explained. “Believe it or not, they have the body of a fish, wings, and the head of a cow. They can swim too! Ugly bastards, if you ask me.” 
 
    “Does it have legs?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “Look at these tracks,” said Jelmay, gesturing toward the soil. “These weren’t made by legs; they were made by fins. Just goes to show you how diverse yokai can be.” 
 
    “Do you know how many species of yokai there are?” 
 
    Jelmay shook his head. “Like I said, we don’t classify things the same way that humans do. There could be hundreds, maybe less. Some are extinct now, but others flourish, and some are rare, like me.” 
 
    “I think the bakeneko mostly have extincted themselves,” Kudzu said. “I’ve never met a species that dabbles so much in human affairs. Poorly, I should add.” 
 
    “Ha! That’s where all the fun is.” 
 
    “You know, we ran into a yokai that had a few things to say about you,” Kudzu began. “His name was Monobake.” 
 
    “Monobake? You’re talking about the guy with the shears on his head, right? What a loser.” 
 
    “I am. He claims that you took advantage of Usagi and him, and that you stole livestock, sold it, and headed west for a winter.” 
 
    “He’s not wrong. It was a nice winter too, let me tell you. That’s one thing that humans seem to get right, pleasure. Just imagine it, if you will: I’m getting fed three times a day, four if I ask for a snack. I’m also getting massages, I’m able to enjoy the hot springs of Arsi, the smooth skin of pillowers, and occasionally take a road trip to the south, where it’s warmer. Best move I ever made, ripping off those two.” 
 
    “You realize that things like this are why it’s hard to trust you, right?” she asked. 
 
    “Trust me? You can trust me. I’m not going to do anything shady to the two of you.” 
 
    “How can we be so sure?” 
 
    “Because that happened years ago, and I am a different bakeneko now,” Jelmay said proudly as he placed a hand over his chest. “I’ve decided to dedicate the rest of my life to acts of kindness.” 
 
    “Acts of kindness? Is that what you call what you are doing in Tudan?” 
 
    “I mean acts of kindness to yokai, and to some of my friends, not to your average human. Your average human is ripe for exploitation. In my opinion, you would be a fool not to try to exploit humans,” he said with a jovial tone. “I have to give the humans some credit, though: it’s nice watching money grow in a bank account, or just pulling out a wad of it, fanning the kip around as if it means nothing. So they have that going for them. And pleasure houses. And better gambling practices, plus they die sooner, which means grudges are buried faster.” 
 
    A fish hopped out of the water, catching their attention.  
 
    “Say, Pilgrim,” Jelmay began, “you don’t think you could get one of those fish for me, do you? I’m sure Kudzu would like one as well…” 
 
    It was only a minute or so later that Danzen had caught two of the fish, which his companions enjoyed raw before launching back into their discussion on the pros and cons of humanity. 
 
    Quiet as ever, Danzen stood guard, the former assassin ready for what was to come. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    They came to a glade after another hour of walking. Danzen noticed that the trees still had flowers on them, many with bright-green budding leaves. There was a rock formation on the other side of the glade, one that pressed out of the ground in a way that made it stand out. Upon further examination, Danzen saw that there were carvings on the rock, each piece of the formation suspiciously perfect, as if it had been arranged by a giant. 
 
    “Is it the shrine?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    “I thought you knew every part of the Asura Forest,” Kudzu told him. 
 
    “Not every part, just the most important parts. What’s so special about this place aside from that shrine?” he asked, motioning his paw toward the rock formation. 
 
    “For one, it is ancient.” 
 
    “You and I are both ancient if we gauge our lives in terms of that of a human. It’s all relative.” The bakeneko approached the rock formation, licking his lips as he looked it over. “There has to be an entrance somewhere…” 
 
    Kudzu quickly circled the structure, and appeared on top of it, the white fox peering down at them. “It’s on the other side.” 
 
    “How?” The bakeneko scratched the back of his head as he took in the structure once again. It wasn’t very large, maybe about the size of a one-bedroom home. It wasn’t that tall either, Kudzu’s current location just a few feet above Danzen. 
 
    “It’s deep,” she said. Her ears flitted back, Kudzu baring her teeth as she started to growl. 
 
    “What the hell has gotten into you?” Jelmay asked as he turned, Danzen doing the same. 
 
    Three white foxes approached. 
 
    There was something different about these three foxes, all of them much larger than Kudzu, more muscled as well, all male. They were bigger than Abbot Monpo and the two monks back at the shrine, and one of them was missing an ear. 
 
    “A human this far out?” said the fox that was missing an ear, making it known that he was the leader of the group. The other two foxes murmured. 
 
    Jelmay slowly began to withdraw his sword, Danzen not yet ready to produce a weapon. He wanted to see what the foxes had to say first. 
 
    It was Kudzu who spoke next: “We are here on the request of Abbot Monpo. Unless you need something…” 
 
    “Need something?” the lead fox asked. “You are on our territory, which leads me to believe that it is you who need something, rather than us.” 
 
    “Leave, and don’t return until we’re gone,” Danzen said, summoning his Demon Speak ability. 
 
    The lead fox licked his lips. “Your demonic power won’t work on us,” he said as he started to slink forward. The fox bolted toward him, faster than Danzen had ever seen Kudzu move. In the time it took for the fox to reach the former assassin, he morphed into a human.  
 
    Muscled as ever, the naked man swung at Danzen, a maniacal look in his eyes. Danzen managed to block the first punch with his gauntlet, but the second one came from the side, straight into his kidney.  
 
    Pain blooming within him, the man bolted away, morphing back into a white fox as his two companions rushed forward.  
 
    Danzen loosed Astra at one of them; his target changed his trajectory at the very last moment, Danzen’s blade hitting the ground. 
 
    Still reeling from the kidney shot, Danzen barely got his arms up in time to avoid the next strike, from the lead fox again, who had morphed back into a human. 
 
    “I’ve got this!”  
 
    Charging forward, Jelmay created a distraction as he swung his blade wildly, the two foxes jumping back, not yet morphing into men. 
 
    Danzen saw Kudzu collide with the lead fox, her jaw going around his neck. He quickly morphed into a human again, and in doing so threw her off balance. He then proceeded to kick Kudzu several times, his last kick hard enough to send her flying several feet into the air. 
 
    Summoning his inhuman strength, Danzen exploded toward the fox man with a closed fist, his blow landing just as Astra returned to his other hand. He tried to bring his blade around, but by the time he reached his target, the leader of the group had morphed back into a fox. 
 
    Danzen was struck in the back by a foot; he stumbled forward, quickly realizing that one of the other foxes had also taken the form of a naked man. 
 
    They morphed back and forth as part of their attack strategy, making them nearly impossible to track. 
 
    Knowing that his Blade of Darkness would put an end to the madness, Danzen sheathed Astra and went for his glaive. 
 
    A fist caught him in the stomach, Danzen barreled over and disoriented. 
 
    He was just about to summon both his gauntlet blades when he heard Jelmay cry out. 
 
    Danzen looked up to see two of the foxes in their human forms. They were quickly getting away, holding Jelmay by the arms, the bakeneko struggling to free himself. He heard Kudzu yell, her cries abruptly halted when the lead fox morphed into a human, kicked her, and then changed his form again, taking off to join his companions. 
 
    His hands on his Blade of Darkness, Danzen withdrew it, shadows pooling at its tip almost instantly. It was too bright out for him to really conjure a serious swing, but he tried, his attack cutting through the glade but missing its target. 
 
    “Danzen…” Kudzu said as she limped over to them. 
 
    He dropped his weapon immediately and went to her, crouching beside the fox. 
 
    “Kudzu, are you okay?” he asked as his hand went to the side of her face. She relaxed her head in his hand for a moment, staring up at him with her gray eyes. 
 
    “I’ll… I’ll be fine. Just need to catch my breath.” 
 
    “I should go for Jelmay,” Danzen stood again and sent his Blade of Darkness back to the sheath on his back. 
 
    “Jelmay… Can take care of himself. We should get the remnant first while they are gone.” 
 
    Danzen shook his head.  
 
    He wasn’t going to leave the bakeneko behind, especially with three brutal combatants like that. Danzen took a quick look around to see if Jelmay had left his sword somewhere. Once he couldn’t find it, he summoned some of his superhuman strength and shot to the air, Danzen given a bird’s-eye view for a moment before coming back down. 
 
    “You and your jumping,” Kudzu said as she sat, and watched him do it again. Once Danzen was up in the sky for the second time, he saw that the glade wasn’t far from a lake he immediately recognized. 
 
    “Abbot Monpo said the orochi was near here, right? Same lake?” 
 
    “Did he? I don’t recall if he did.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. “You stay here; I’ll get Jelmay.” 
 
    “No,” Kudzu said as she got to her feet, the white fox clenching her eyes shut for a moment as she took a step forward. “I’m coming with you.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Rather than try to engage the orochi, Danzen simply lifted his hands when he reached the lake, the giant serpent immediately coming in his direction. She was as intimidating as ever, trees growing out of her back, her eight heads all glaring down at him. 
 
    “I’m not here to fight you,” he said. 
 
    It had been a hunch; Danzen didn’t know the exact direction that the three foxes had run off to, and while Kudzu could have sniffed them out, something told him that he should try to reason with the serpent instead. Maybe she would be familiar with the three. 
 
    “Danzen Ravja,” one of her heads said, waves lashing against the shoreline. Danzen saw a few golden fish trying to swim away, which seemed to be the prize possession of the lake, and perhaps the yokai. 
 
    The orochi’s child peeked around its mother’s body, its eight faces curious about the man on the shore. 
 
    “Is this some type of trap?” the orochi asked, one of her heads looking at Kudzu, who stood behind Danzen ready to run at a moment’s notice. 
 
    “Not a trap,” but before Danzen could tell her what she wanted, the orochi reared up, water frothing all around her, splashing against the shore. 
 
    “You stole something from me!” 
 
    Kudzu had told Danzen that she would remember this on their way over to the lake.  
 
    While there were many lies he could come up with, Danzen had a feeling that the truth would be the best mode of attack here, so he went with it. Still with his hands in front of him, showing that he was unarmed, even if he wore his bladed gauntlets, Danzen explained why they had stolen her shears. 
 
    Two of her heads folded back and looked at one another, the other six serpent heads still focused on Danzen. One of them nodded, and they returned to glaring at him. “That is the most preposterous story anyone has ever told me.” 
 
    “That’s how you know it’s true,” Danzen said, which was something he had heard in his youth. “I live in the monastery, one of my stone lion dogs was missing its head, and the only person that we knew of who could fix it said these shears belonged to him.” 
 
    “Because of a bet placed years ago…” the orochi said. 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Why did you come to this lake? Choose your answer carefully.” 
 
    “We are here to retrieve something for Abbot Monpo at the fox shrine. We were attacked by three white foxes…” 
 
    “Yet you travel with another white fox,” the orochi said. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And you were sent here by a fox. You do know that they can be tricksters, do you not?” 
 
    Danzen heard Kudzu huff behind him. “Not as much as bakeneko, right?” he asked, trying to keep the conversation light. 
 
    “Bakenekos? Horrible creatures, perhaps one of the worst yokai,” said the orochi. “For a human, you know quite a bit about our kind.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “And you say three white foxes took your friend?” 
 
    “That’s right, and they came in this direction. I thought you may know where they lived, or where they would’ve taken him.” 
 
    “I know the three foxes you are referring to. They have been stealing fish from my lake for years now, and since I’ve had my child, they have made several attempts to kidnap her.” 
 
    Danzen brought his hand to the bottom of his chin, his fingers grazing against his beard stubble. “If you would point me in the direction of the foxes, I could make sure that they never come by your lake again.” 
 
    “Could you now? You do seem to have a lot of weapons.” 
 
    “It’s what…” It pained him to admit this next part, but it was the truth. “It’s what I was put on this planet for.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “I used to be a member of the Diyu Brotherhood. I am no longer a member.” 
 
    “An assassin,” one of the heads said. “Is there anything else you would like to tell us?” 
 
    Danzen lowered his gaze, not wanting to get into how he was half-demon. He had probably already said too much. 
 
    “In that case, if you are an assassin, then you should be able to dispose of these three for me. They have a den to the north of here. Follow the stream until it breaks into three. Take the third path on the left, and once you do, your companion should be able to find them from that point.” 
 
    “I will return with news before we continue on our way,” Danzen told the enormous yokai. 
 
    “If you can rid this region of those three foxes, you can consider me a friend. I may even forgive you for stealing my shears.” 
 
    “We will be back soon.” 
 
    Danzen turned away from her, leaving himself prone as evidence that he trusted the enormous yokai. He reached Kudzu, and together they made their way around the lake, the orochi never leaving her place near the shoreline, her child next to her. They found the river that headed north, and walked along until they were able to cross it without getting wet, both of them hopping from rock to rock. 
 
    Now on the other side of the shore, which was muddy and slick with moss, they continued until they came to where the stream split off. 
 
    “Third one on the left,” said Kudzu, leading the way now. “I know I didn’t say it back there, but I can’t believe that worked.” 
 
    “I’m not interested in fighting the orochi, and I had this feeling that if they lived around here, the odds of them terrorizing her as well were high.” 
 
    “Good instincts,” Kudzu said as she started to sniff the air. 
 
    They both were able to locate the three foxes using their own methods, Danzen spotting human footprints that were fresh, Kudzu smelling the foxes. 
 
    “We’re close,” said Kudzu, Danzen nodding. “How do you want to do this?” 
 
    “As quickly as possible. I’ll go in first; you stay on the periphery and strike when they least expect it.” Danzen withdrew Astra. “Let’s hope they haven’t done anything to Jelmay.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen crouched in a patch of high grass as he listened carefully to what was happening just fifteen feet away or so. He heard voices, and then, he heard something that sounded like someone choking on their own blood. 
 
    He jumped around the bend with Astra drawn, which he quickly loosed into the back of the first naked man he could see. Unfortunately, this man had already been stabbed by Jelmay. 
 
    Danzen couldn’t help but grin. 
 
    Jelmay had taken the former assassin’s form, and he currently held his sword just above his head now, preparing to strike his next foe. 
 
    Danzen’s sudden appearance caught the fox leader’s attention, the earless man turning to him and snarling, his eyes filling with fury as he leaped to the ground and morphed back into a fox. 
 
    He leaped toward Danzen, looking to take a bite out of the former assassin.  
 
    Schnikt! 
 
    He was met instead with a blade through his chest. Danzen held the fox for a moment with his bladed gauntlet, before slowly dropping him to the ground.  
 
    The leader of the three foxes gasped and wheezed as he tried to get back to his feet. Danzen stepped on his neck and quickly sent his blade to the side of his head. 
 
    The fox that remained took off, yelping as he did so, only to be stopped by Kudzu. She sprang out of a bush and collided with him, the two whipping around, nipping and yelping. 
 
    He managed to pin her, Danzen giving Kudzu a hand in the form of his boomerang sword, which slid right into the side of the white fox’s stomach, crimson ichor spreading across his coat as Danzen’s blade returned. 
 
    Kudzu got out from under him now, the final fox sidestepping, wheezing. 
 
    He fell to the side. Jelmay, who was still morphed into Danzen’s form, stepped over to the final fox. 
 
    “See you in Diyu,” said the bakeneko in Danzen’s voice. He drove his blade into the fox again and again, the yokai hardly able to put up a fight. 
 
    “We need evidence.” Danzen wiped his gauntleted blade on the white coat of the lead fox. Quickly summoning his echo, the blade popped back into the gauntlet. He cleaned Astra and returned his famed blade to its sheath. 
 
    “Heads or tails?” Jelmay asked, his voice his own now, but his appearance still that of the former assassin. “Wait, what do we need evidence for?” 
 
    “The orochi,” Kudzu said as she caught her breath. “She’s the one that told us where they took you.” 
 
    “You’re friends with the orochi of the lake?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    “It appears so,” said Kudzu. “These three have been terrorizing her.” 
 
    “And you stopped and had a conversation…” Jelmay morphed back into his cat form and nodded. “Makes sense. I was wondering what was taking you so long to rescue me. I figured I would take matters into my own hands there at the end. These three are dumber than the militiamen of Tudan. They actually thought I was harmless. Can you believe that? They didn’t even disarm me! I had my sword sheathed at my side the entire time, the fools. Ha!” 
 
    “Tails,” Kudzu said. “Leave their heads.” 
 
    “Don’t mind if I do,” Jelmay said as he went to the first fox and quickly lopped off its tail. He did the same with the earless leader fox Danzen had killed, and finally with the one near Kudzu. Once he was finished, the bakeneko held all three tails in his right paw. 
 
    “There’s another thing you should know; the orochi doesn’t like your kind,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “To put it mildly, right? You’re asking me to morph.” 
 
    “It would save us some trouble.” 
 
    Jelmay morphed into the generic male form he took, his hair blonde, his face forgettable. “This is so humiliating,” he said with a snicker, still holding the three tails. 
 
    “You’ll get over it,” said Kudzu. 
 
    “How many white foxes are going to be terrorizing us in the forest after this?” Jelmay asked as they headed back toward the lake. 
 
    “They usually don’t band together and do things like this. These three were just…” It took Kudzu a moment to find the right word. “Misguided.” 
 
    “Once misguided, now extinguished, am I right?” 
 
    A pair of red birds flew in front of Danzen, his hand going to the hilt of Nomin’s sword. 
 
    “Relax, Pilgrim, we already killed the bad guys,” Jelmay said. 
 
    Danzen wanted to tell him that there were always more bad guys, but he didn’t say anything. It wasn’t much longer until they came to the lake, the three heading around the other side this time, the orochi and her child greeting them by the shoreline. 
 
    “Three foxes dead,” Jelmay said, holding up the bloody white tails. 
 
    “And this is your friend?” the orochi asked Danzen. 
 
    “Yes, he was the one that was taken.” 
 
    “Another human, yet… I suspect something about this human.” 
 
    “Nothing to suspect about me,” said Jelmay with a big grin, “aside from the fact that I’m a good gambler and I’m an even better conversationalist.” 
 
    The orochi lowered one of her heads to the beach, the sun reflecting off her brilliant blue-green scales. This head took the three fox tails, eyes glaring at Jelmay as she did so. 
 
    “Thank you,” another one of the heads said. “I consider you a friend now, Danzen Ravja.” 
 
    “I’m glad I could help,” said the former assassin. He noticed the orochi shift, a wave quickly moving toward the shoreline, the water bubbling in its wake. “You never told me your name?” 
 
    “Idzuma. Feel free to stop by next time you’re in the area.” All eight of the heads lowered slightly in Danzen’s direction. 
 
    “I’ll do that,” he told the enormous yokai.  
 
    “Isn’t it nice to make a friend?” Jelmay asked, beaming a smile over at Kudzu, who still stood far enough away from the orochi that she wouldn’t be able to reach the fox. 
 
    “Let’s just keep going,” she replied. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen and his two yokai companions came to the glade, where they found what was once a shrine now hidden in plain sight. Rather than loiter around this time, Kudzu led the two of them into the entrance of the cavern, Danzen noticing that water had pooled in some of the crevices. 
 
    The temperature grew colder as they headed down a rugged path, the three reaching a point in which Danzen could no longer see that far in front of him. Upon turning, Danzen caught the light at the entrance of the cave reflecting off some of the shallow pools of water near the sidewalls, a murky haze to it.  
 
    It quickly became pitch black. 
 
    Danzen heard the echo of water dripping into one of the puddles, the former assassin surprised to feel a furry paw take his hand. 
 
    “You can’t see in the dark, can you?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    “Actually…” After settling his breath, Danzen closed his eyes, electric outlines painting across several of the surfaces of the cave. Soon, he was able to fully make out his surroundings. He slowly let go of Jelmay’s hand. 
 
    “You don’t want to hold my hand? I don’t know if I’m offended or curious as to how you are seeing in the dark, Pilgrim.” 
 
    “He’s practiced this before,” said Kudzu, in a tone that showed she was proud of knowing so much about Danzen’s practice. The white fox was just a few feet in front of them now, sniffing something on the ground. 
 
    “You can seriously see in the dark?” 
 
    “Nomin, the assassin that I battled when you were gambling, was blind. She taught me how to utilize my echo to sense my surroundings. She never framed it that way, but now that I think about it, that’s what I’m doing.” 
 
    “Huh. So you’re like a bat?” 
 
    “I don’t know if I’m like a bat.” 
 
    Jelmay started to snicker.  
 
    “What?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “I thought of another joke, but I’m not going for it. We’re supposed to be serious, right? We just killed three foxes and almost had to fight a giant eight-headed serpent.” 
 
    “She wasn’t going to fight us,” Danzen said, remembering Idzuma and her child. 
 
    “Says you. So to recap, this blind assassin taught you this ability and… what?” 
 
    “He used it to fight her. I thought we had already spoken about this,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “We have a lot of conversations that I’m not actively engaged in,” Jelmay told her as they continued into the darkness. “But to be clear, does that mean you fought her with your eyes closed and won?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “You know, sometimes you come off as a bit dark, like you have been forced by fate to bear the weight of the world on your shoulders, and that it’s so hard being you; then I hear you fought an assassin with your eyes closed and won, which restores my faith in your childhood training; it has clearly made you someone capable of bearing said weight.” 
 
    “Good to know.” 
 
    “I said something similar before,” Kudzu told the bakeneko. 
 
    “I’m sure you did, but mine was more poetic.” 
 
    “We should have left you with the foxes.” 
 
    “Pfft! I would have had those three working for me in a matter of hours,” said Jelmay. “Well, the two that were still alive, at least. If I recall, both of you showed up after I’d killed one of them. But I’m not bragging over here except to say that they would have been my lackeys by the end of the day, trust me there.” 
 
    Kudzu hopped back, Danzen noticing that her foot had touched a vine reaching toward the light on the other end of the cave. 
 
    “Someone’s jumpy,” Jelmay said as he hacked away at the vine. “Don’t worry, your hero is here to rescue you, and I’m not talking about Pilgrim over here. In case you haven’t figured this out, I’m the real hero of the story.” 
 
    “I’m nobody’s hero,” Danzen said, mostly to entertain Jelmay. He knew that the line was going to draw a laugh from the bakeneko. 
 
    “It’s comments like that, I swear,” Jelmay said, still chuckling. “You made that one just for me, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Am I detecting a sense of humor? By the grace of Sunyata, the assassin has a sense of humor!” 
 
    They followed a pathway that began to curve to the left, Jelmay’s voice echoing throughout the cavern, ruining any element of surprise they may have. The smell of wet soil and stone was strong in the cavern, but it was at least spacious, easily ten feet tall and twenty feet across at its widest point. 
 
    “The sooner we get out of this cave, the better,” Kudzu groaned. 
 
    “You’re such a warrior, so dedicated to the task,” Jelmay told her. “Me? I love these kinds of caves. There are great places to hide, and people are too afraid to go into them. Then again…” Jelmay jumped forward to try to scare the white fox. Kudzu’s response was to nip at him, Danzen almost having to step between the two.  
 
    “I wouldn’t do that again if I were you,” Kudzu said with a growl. 
 
    “Let’s not bother her,” Danzen told Jelmay, his eyes still closed. It was odd seeing them interact on the insides of his eyelids, Kudzu outlined in an almost-brilliant sparkle, Jelmay’s aura much darker. 
 
    “Sorry, sorry,” he said after she trotted away. “Maybe trying to scare her was taking it too far.” 
 
    Danzen caught up with Kudzu, the former assassin noticing that the water at his feet had submerged his ankles. 
 
    “Who’s ready to swim?” Jelmay asked once they went just a bit deeper, the water up to the top of Danzen’s shins. 
 
    “I’m not swimming in that,” said Kudzu, who had stopped behind them. “It smells terrible.” 
 
    “Terrible? It just smells like some cave water,” said Jelmay. “I mean, sure, it’s not as floral as one of the fields outside of Chutham, but it does smell better than some of the homes in Osul, believe you me. I don’t know if you ever stuck your head in Usagi’s rabbit hole…” 
 
    “Gross.” 
 
    “Do you think that is where the remnant is?” Danzen asked as he focused on the water. He still saw outlines of everything in the cave, but his ability became cloudy once it hit the water. Danzen assumed he would need to fully submerge himself in it if he wanted his unique vision ability to go any deeper. 
 
    “I didn’t see any other passageways back there,” Jelmay said. “Fox?” 
 
    “I didn’t either.” 
 
    “Well, there’s only one way to find out and I’m not a very good swimmer,” said the bakeneko. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Danzen said. “If there is a remnant down there, it will probably let off a glow. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “Wait, seriously? And you’re going to swim in that with your eyes closed?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    Rather than answer him, Danzen removed his belt and his two sheathed swords, which he handed to Jelmay. He then took off his Blade of Darkness. 
 
    “On second thought, let me take one of the swords,” he said as he went for Nomin’s short blade. He unsheathed it, and finally gave Jelmay his satchel. 
 
    “What about your robes?” 
 
    “You’re right, they may get in the way.” Danzen removed the tops of his robes, keeping the pants that he wore beneath them on, which were tied off by a drawstring. It didn’t look like Jelmay was going to be able to hold anything else, but then he morphed into a brute of a man. 
 
    “Just throw it over my shoulder,” Jelmay said, his voice deeper now. 
 
    “Why didn’t you take that form when you fought the foxes?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “Because Pilgrim is much scarier.” 
 
    Nomin’s sword in his hand, and his bladed gauntlets still on his arms, Danzen took a few steps into the water. It quickly started to rise up past his knees, and then to his thighs. 
 
    “I don’t know about this…” Kudzu mumbled. 
 
    “Now you don’t know?” asked Jelmay. “He’s already doing it. You can’t stop a guy like that. That is sort of his thing.”  
 
    Rather than respond, Danzen simply dove into the water, which was now at his waist. He started swimming with his blade at his side, the water cold and biting until his body warmed up to it. 
 
    To judge how deep it was, he swam to the bottom and shot back to the top. In doing so, Danzen got a visual of everything beneath the surface of the water. 
 
    He came up for air, and then dove back under, estimating that it was about eight to ten feet to the bottom. He knew the remnant wasn’t going to be floating; once he reached the bottom of the body of water, he began swimming forward, focusing completely on what was in front of him, looking for any glowing signs that there could be a remnant. 
 
    Danzen came back up for air again, and as he did, he felt something touch the side of his arm. 
 
    A tentacle yanked him under, Danzen not able to see where it was coming from, only that there were more tentacles heading in his direction. His immediate reaction was to begin stabbing his blade at the tentacle. He managed to push away from the tentacled monster and come up for air, panic blooming within him as he heard Kudzu calling, Jelmay yelling for him to swim back to them. 
 
    But he had made it this far. 
 
    Being in the water produced a sensation that Danzen was growing intimately familiar with, the feeling of his echo being bent. 
 
    This was what it felt like when he dropped into his sword stances and slowly moved his blade forward. It felt like he was doing it underwater, resistance all around him. 
 
    Yet there weren’t normally tentacles of some unknown yokai trying to reach him while he bent his echo, which was going to be a problem, especially once the water shifted and something absolutely enormous moved in his direction. 
 
    Danzen saw what looked like more of its exterior limbs, all tentacles, something almost squid-like about the yokai. 
 
    He also saw something else, a patch of glowing purple light within. 
 
    Danzen had found the remnant. 
 
    Rather than swim away from the underwater monstrosity, Danzen swam toward it, his eyes shut, the water passing over his shoulders until he reached the beast. Tentacles spun in his direction and he cut them away with Nomin’s blade, the sword that had tasted so much blood. He could tell now by holding it that there was something unique about it, a sensation that told of its past glories. 
 
    But he was going to need more to fight the creature off. 
 
    Danzen summoned both his gauntleted blades as he kicked forward into the monster, bubbles appearing around them.  
 
    He barely managed to come up for air before doing so again, Danzen mincing the creature as best he could, through a combination of the blades jutting out of his arms and Nomin’s short sword, which he now held upside down, the blade facing away from him. 
 
    It was exhausting, but this was his only option, the former assassin constantly aware of either drawing his own blood, or losing oxygen. 
 
    He came to a point where it seemed as if he had cut through most of the monster’s tentacles, Danzen close enough now that he could confirm that the glow that he had seen earlier was indeed the remnant. 
 
    But he still needed to get to it.  
 
    As he grew closer to the creature, its mouth began to open, Danzen kicking around the side of its body and avoiding its teeth.  
 
    He sent his blades forward again, this time directly into the side of its skull. He came up for air and noticed the water now stank of bile and blood. The creature wheezed, and Danzen dug his blades in even deeper, his arms buried in the side of the yokai’s skull, water sloshing around them. 
 
    The yokai stopped resisting, stopped putting up a fight, and as it did, Danzen began dragging it toward his companions.  
 
    Its body was now limp, the water helping him along, Danzen able to eventually reach them. The weight of the thing he had just killed became apparent once he was out of the water and dragging it fully with his arms, both Jelmay and Kudzu standing back, the bakeneko muttering something. 
 
    “The remnant is inside of it,” Danzen said, water and blood dripping down his face. 
 
    “Right,” said Jelmay. “Do you know exactly where?” 
 
    Danzen reached a stopping point and dropped the aquatic beast. He was now standing in about six inches of water, finally able to catch his breath. 
 
    “I think… its stomach,” he told Jelmay after examining the creature again, spotting the glow at the midpoint of its body. 
 
    “I’ll get it,” Jelmay said.  
 
    “You’re going to need to wash up after this,” Kudzu told Danzen. 
 
    “Where?”  
 
    “We can head back to the lake so you can wash off, and then go to the shrine from there,” Kudzu said. “Let’s just get out of this disgusting cave.” 
 
    Jelmay snorted. “You mean back to the orochi?” 
 
    “What’s wrong with that? Let’s just get out of here; he can clean there.” 
 
    “All in due time, fox,” Jelmay said as he drove his blade into the creature’s side. “You can head back up if you’d like, Pilgrim and I have it from here.” 
 
    “No…” she said after a troubled pause. “I’ll stay.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once they were back in the glade, Danzen was finally able to get a good look at the remnant, which was embedded inside a human skull. He was still robeless and wet, a foul smell radiating off his skin. 
 
    “We probably shouldn’t show it to the orochi, just in case anyone thought that was a good idea,” Jelmay said. “Last I heard, they tend to like to collect things.” 
 
    “Just make sure it’s clean, and place it in your bag,” Kudzu told Danzen. 
 
    “If it will fit,” Jelmay chimed in. 
 
    “It will fit.” Danzen placed the skull in his satchel, Jelmay nodding in approval. 
 
    As they walked toward the lake, the bakeneko spoke more of the creature Danzen had faced in the cave water. He kept speculating, but continued to come back to more or less the same thing Danzen had figured. 
 
    “It has to be some type of giant aquatic yokai. Any idea what that was?” he asked Kudzu. 
 
    “I told you that I didn’t know what it was. That’s the second time you’ve asked me.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll find it in one of my books,” said Danzen. 
 
    As they neared the lake, Jelmay morphed into a human so as not to arouse the orochi’s suspicion. “When I saw you come out of that water with a tentacle chasing after you…” He shook his head. “I wasn’t about to go in there after you, sorry to say, Pilgrim. I may be brave, but I’m not stupid. And don’t get the wrong idea, I like you, but I don’t like you that much.” 
 
    Now it was Kudzu’s turn to laugh. “You? Brave?” 
 
    “I didn’t expect you to,” Danzen told him. He ducked to avoid a low-hanging tree branch, vines drooping from some of the limbs, ants spiraling around one of the trunks. There was a misty haze above them, a possibility of rain, but that could change quickly once he saw the sun peeking through some patchwork clouds, a corona of radiant light. 
 
    “I’m just glad you’re okay,” said Kudzu. She trotted ahead, not wanting to banter with Jelmay any longer. 
 
    The three reached the shoreline of the lake, which was marked by pockets of driftwood and tiny rocks almost as fine as sand. They were immediately greeted by the orochi known as Idzuma, the waves lashing against the shore as the towering yokai approached. 
 
    “You have returned,” she said, all eight of her heads tilted in curious ways at the former assassin. 
 
    Danzen nodded. “I wanted to see if I could wash off.” 
 
    “Where have you gone?” she asked after examining him for a moment longer. 
 
    “Abbot Monpo wanted us to gather something from the old shrine not far from here,” he said. 
 
    “Ahem,” said Jelmay. “Do you mind if we wash and then go on our way?” he asked in a tone that was clearly trying to tell Danzen not to say too much. 
 
    “Are you in a rush?” one of the other heads asked Jelmay. Idzuma’s child peeked around her mother’s body, something playful about the way the child looked at them now. The child used her tail to splash at them and quickly hid again.  
 
    “We sure are in a rush, at least I am.” Jelmay offered the orochi one of his cheeky grins. “I’ll be brutally honest with you: I’m hungry. But not for one of your fish, so don’t get the wrong idea there. The quicker we leave here, the quicker I get fed.” 
 
    “Do you mind?” Danzen asked as he motioned toward the water. 
 
    “By all means, bathe yourself.” Idzuma pressed away from the shoreline, a sparkle beneath the waves once again revealing just how many golden fish there were in the lake. Once the water had calmed, Danzen waded until he was about waist deep. 
 
    He turned to look at Kudzu, who was perched near his satchel and the rest of his clothing, as well as his weapons. He also saw Jelmay, who was making a ‘wrap it up’ signal at him. 
 
    Danzen thrust his head under the water and shook it out. He came up and swept his hair back, not paying any attention to all sixteen of Idzuma’s eyes, which were peering down at him. 
 
    Danzen went back under the water one more time, noticing just how refreshing it was compared to the water in the cave. He came up again, and waded back to the shore. 
 
    “Are you going to tell me what you got from the shrine, or am I going to have to guess?” Idzuma asked once she approached the shoreline again, her enormous form blotting out the sun, casting shadows across the faces of her eight heads. 
 
    “We got a remnant,” Danzen told her, much to Jelmay’s dismay. 
 
    Rather than say anything, the morphed bakeneko grabbed Danzen’s satchel and took off, running about fifty feet away from the shoreline, where the orochi surely couldn’t reach him. 
 
    “Does he think I want the remnant?” she asked. 
 
    Danzen cleared his throat. “It seems that he does.” 
 
    “I don’t. I suspect you are going to take good care of it.” 
 
    “It’s not for me, it’s for Abbot Monpo, and the shrine,” Danzen explained. “He sent us there to retrieve it.” 
 
    “That’s odd. I wonder why he wants it back,” she said. 
 
    “Wants it back?” Kudzu asked, her head tilting a little to the right. “As far as we know, he just sent us here to get it.” 
 
    “Yes, he sent you to get it because he wants it back. Abbot Monpo placed it in that shrine himself many moons ago,” she said, “where no one would be able to get it and exploit its power. It worries me that he would want it back. I take this to mean that he has come to a crossroads in some way or another. I guess you will find out soon enough,” she said. All eight of her heads bowed at Danzen. “It was nice to see you once again. Please stop by next time you’re in the area and we can talk for longer. If you would like to camp along my shoreline and have a fish or two, that can also be arranged. Tell your bakeneko not to be afraid of me.” 
 
    “You figured it out?” he asked. 
 
    Rather than say anything, Idzuma pressed away from him. Once she was fifteen feet or so away from the shoreline she turned, her child doing the same as they headed back toward the center of the lake. 
 
    “I have so many questions,” Kudzu said as Jelmay approached again, Danzen’s satchel hanging over his shoulder.  
 
    “What did she say there at the end? I couldn’t hear her.” 
 
    “She knows you are bakeneko, for one,” Kudzu told Jelmay. “She also claims that Abbot Monpo was the one who hid the remnant in the cave to begin with.” 
 
    Jelmay frowned. “Are you serious? So he sent us on a suicide mission? The damn fox! All day I’ve been cursed by foxes.” 
 
    “But there appears to be more to the story,” Danzen said. “Give me five or ten minutes to dry off here, and then we will return to the shrine.” 
 
    “I did hear her say something about a fish; are we allowed to have some fish? Because I’m hungry…” 
 
    Kudzu shook her head. “You can’t have a fish, not right now anyway. But maybe next time.” 
 
    “I’m all for another trip out here if it involves fish. If you’ve never had one of these golden fish…” Jelmay licked his lips. 
 
    “I’ve had them before,” she said. 
 
    “Oh, then you know, but Pilgrim doesn’t. You’ll love them.” Jelmay’s stomach grumbled. “I think that’s my cue to leave. I’m going to get a head start back to the shrine. I’m sure the two of you will catch up with me anyway.” 
 
    Kudzu’s eyes narrowed on the satchel hanging from Jelmay’s shoulder. 
 
    “Right,” he said as he removed the satchel, “I’ll just leave the remnant here with you two.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long for Danzen and Kudzu to pass Jelmay, the two slowing so the bakeneko could keep up with them. Danzen’s clothing was more or less dry now, and he was glad that he could no longer smell the cave water on his clothing or his skin. 
 
    He had started to sweat by the time they reached the start of the Panchen Mountains, the clouds above spreading in horizontal arcs away from Diyu. One of the assassin skills Danzen had learned early on was to utilize the environment to tell time, and the particular cloud formation extending from the top to the mountains told him that it was close to evening, that the sun would set soon.  
 
    It was hard to imagine that everything would come to a head tomorrow. 
 
    He would see who met him at his monastery, and whoever showed would accompany Danzen and his two yokai companions to the gates of hell. Danzen only wished he had more time to bend his echo, to grow stronger. But he didn’t want the villagers to suffer any more than they already had, and he knew he needed to get there sooner rather than later. 
 
    He could almost sense Nomtoi waiting for him on the other side of the mountain range, Danzen wishing that he had a better plan than to just simply survive long enough to save the villagers. His own life mattered little to him in that moment; the lives of those who had been around the main road that day were of the utmost importance to the former assassin, and he knew he was going to need all the help he could get. 
 
    Eva Yin said she would be there, but he had no idea if Shedrup would show up or not. If he did, would the cultivator put up a fight? Would there be tension between them throughout the journey? 
 
    One thing Danzen had learned at the Brotherhood was how to move past the tension one may feel against someone they have fought. During the actual fight, it was important to be as fierce as possible, to eliminate one’s opponent according to whatever rules governed the battle. 
 
    But afterward, grudges only got in the way of future cooperation.  
 
    It didn’t happen all the time, but there had been a few instances where Danzen was assigned missions with assassins whom he had trouble with in the past. At that point, both had to put the past behind them and work together to accomplish whatever task was set before them. 
 
    This was why Danzen didn’t agree with what Soko had told him, that there was no honor among assassins. He had experienced that honor firsthand, and only a few of them had brought dishonor to the profession. 
 
    Thinking of Soko reminded him of the battle at the Floating Lantern Festival.  
 
    He still didn’t know how many people had died in the end as a result of his demons; regardless, their deaths were on his hands, yet another sin he would never be able to atone for. He just hoped the news of what happened never reached Genshin Valley. 
 
    Ironically, saving the villagers once again had become his reason for existence. 
 
    Danzen knew that this desire would need to be what fueled him in his fight against his brother. He couldn’t focus on how much stronger Nomtoi was than him, or worry that his brother had the strength to easily overpower him. Danzen had to focus solely on his reasoning for being there, rather than the limits of his power. 
 
    They stopped once they reached the rope bridge that crossed a deep gorge, the white fox glancing to the other side, a couple birds sailing overhead. The bridge creaked as a breeze picked up, and a few small rocks fell into the gorge below. 
 
    “Abbot Monpo has a lot of explaining to do,” Jelmay said as he caught his breath. “I don’t know about you two, but I’m nobody’s errand cat. I have people do errands for me, not the other way around. That’s why we’re the same, Pilgrim.” 
 
    “How’s that again?” 
 
    “Your Demon Speak ability. I mean, that’s practically what you use it for.” 
 
    “You really like to provoke people, don’t you?” Kudzu asked him. 
 
    “Provoke? I’m simply pointing out the facts. You’re too sensitive, you know that? Don’t get me wrong, fox, I like you, but you are definitely the most sensitive of our little group here. A day will come when they sing songs about us, some bard—probably in Odval because that’s where the most clever bards come from—is going to write your sensitivity into his song.” 
 
    “I would be honored to know a bard wrote a song about me,” Kudzu said, holding her head up high. She trotted across the bridge, her fluffy white tail in the air, a response clearly aimed at Jelmay. 
 
    “She’s fun to tease, isn’t she?” 
 
    When Danzen didn’t say anything, Jelmay decided to head across the bridge himself, the pudgy cat in his little vest waddling as he made his way to the other side, his hands out wide for balance. 
 
    By the time Danzen crossed, the two fox monks were already outside of the shrine, greeting Kudzu and Jelmay. 
 
    Rather than separate them this time, the foxes led Danzen and the two yokai on the pathway to the right, which opened up into a brief courtyard blotted out by vines above, statues proudly displayed in front of the entrance. 
 
    They found Abbot Monpo in his human form, seated in meditation before the vibrant Sunyata remnant. 
 
    “We got what you asked for,” Jelmay said, “and by the way, next time you need us to run a little errand for you, why don’t you tell us that to begin with? I don’t mind a ‘you scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours’ scenario, but I’d like to know what I’m getting into, and cave diving is not one of my hobbies.” 
 
    “Cave diving?” Abbot Monpo slowly stood and placed his hands behind his back, his skin practically glowing. 
 
    Always one to check his surroundings, Danzen noticed a staff leaning against the wall, one he hadn’t seen in the room before. It rested near the shrine’s remnant, which was bright as ever. 
 
    “The cave was filled with water, and Pilgrim here was able to retrieve the remnant, but not without a fight.” 
 
    “A fight?” 
 
    “Some kind of underwater cave yokai that I’ve never seen before,” Jelmay said, using his arms to indicate the size. “The thing was bigger than this room.” 
 
    “And it was protecting the remnant?” 
 
    Jelmay shook his head. “No, the remnant was in its body. Well, I guess you could say it was protecting it, but it seemed more like it had swallowed the remnant.” 
 
    “I’ve heard of this happening before,” Abbot Monpo said, “but I’ve never encountered it myself. They say that there are creatures in this world, all yokai, of course, that have consumed remnants and since increased their power, just like humans do.” 
 
    “I don’t know if this thing did it intentionally; it didn’t seem very smart, but that’s where we got the stone you want,” the bakeneko told him. 
 
    “May I see it?” Abbot Monpo asked. 
 
    Jelmay stepped in front of Danzen. “Not so fast. You still haven’t said why you need this remnant. You already have a pretty large one there, yet you send us to fetch another. What’s your game, Abbot? As I was telling these two, I’m nobody’s errand cat. If you’re planning to sell this thing, I want in.” 
 
    “Sell it?” Kudzu asked, looking to Jelmay incredulously. 
 
    “We have it,” Danzen said. The former assassin retrieved the skull from his satchel. “The remnant is inside.” 
 
    “That’s just where I left it.” Abbot Monpo gently took the skull from Danzen. He crouched, and with great care, the Abbot knocked the skull against the ground. It cracked open, and after the pieces settled, he retrieved a remnant about the size of Danzen’s fist. 
 
    “I don’t want to ask how you got that remnant in that skull. All I’m saying is this: you still haven’t said why you sent us to get the remnant for you,” Jelmay told him, growing annoyed. “Back me up here, Kudzu. We’re nobody’s errand cats!” 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Kudzu said. 
 
    Rather than say anything, Abbot Monpo retrieved the staff leaning against the wall. He placed the remnant on top, Danzen noticing that it screwed into place. He then connected the clasps over it, further securing the piece. “I had you get the remnant because I’m going with you tomorrow, to Diyu,” the Abbot announced. 
 
    “You are?” asked Kudzu. 
 
    “I am. Tonight, we will have a feast, and in the morning, before we head to your monastery, we will once again bend our echoes together. We will test your ranking, Kudzu, and we will test yours as well, Danzen, although I don’t think yours has changed much. There is one more thing.” 
 
    The Abbot placed his staff against the wall again and returned to the skull. He reached his hand inside and took out a shard of remnant, about the size of an arrow tip. “You will wear this in the fight against your brother. Because you haven’t had a chance to bend your echo for long, this will give you some added strength. Finally, you will rest in this room tonight with the remnant and my staff, absorbing as much power as you can. You should do so as well, Kudzu. And you are welcome to join them, Jelmay.” 
 
    “A sleepover? I think I’ll skip out on resting near the remnant,” the bakeneko announced. “But whatever you said about the feast beforehand, I’m all for that.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    After a large meal that consisted of hearty bowls of stew and roasted goat, Danzen and Kudzu joined Abbot Monpo in the room with the remnant. 
 
    “We’ll let our stomachs settle for a moment,” the Abbot said as he took a seat on the ground, his legs crossed beneath him. 
 
    He was still in his human form, and as he sat, he strung a silver chain through a hole that had been drilled through the remnant destined for the former assassin. Once it was ready, he handed the remnant necklace to Danzen. 
 
    “Put it on, and let me know if you feel stronger. There are lengthy texts on understanding remnants and how they affect your tier and subranking. One thing you should know is that wearing a remnant won’t actually do anything to the clay slab test, and it will invalidate the tier test. If you do plan to travel across the kingdom and absorb power from remnants, be aware of this. Other shrines will likely check to see if you are wearing any jewelry.” 
 
    “But consuming it is different, right?” Danzen looked up at the remnant behind Abbot Monpo, which was shining brightly enough to light the room, glowing evidence that Sunyata once existed. The Sunyata talisman that Danzen now held in his hands, given to him by the Abbot, glowed as well, as if it were absorbing power from the larger remnant. 
 
    “Consuming it is different,” said the Abbot. “From what I’ve seen, consuming it can sometimes help you move up a tier, but it will only do this from the Adept to Mancer tier, and it can certainly affect your subranking. You won’t be able to become a Wielder, a Reaver, or the final tier, a Divinator, by exploiting remnants. This is why it would be pointless for you to consume more if you’re trying to move up a tier. As I said, if you consumed another remnant, it could possibly affect your subranking. But this is ill-advised.” 
 
    “And it’s cheating,” Kudzu said. “You aren’t actually bending your echo if you are abusing a remnant.” 
 
    “Some would consider it that, yes. But I’m sure you have witnessed those who have consumed enough to be powered up beyond their wildest dreams. Yet it came at a price. Am I right?” 
 
    Danzen couldn’t think of anyone else but Soko, the floating ghoul of a woman. “Yes.” 
 
    “There is a natural way to increase your power by bending your echo, and once you get to the higher tiers, like Reaver or Divinator, other powers may naturally present themselves, ones that you can actually have control over.” 
 
    “I’ve seen that as well,” Danzen said, thinking of Usagi, Shedrup, and even Nomin. He also thought of Biren Yeshe, how his former instructor had bent his echo at an early age, but also, like Danzen, consumed a remnant. A hybrid model, as it were. 
 
    “If one of these people you know who has abused a remnant came here, even if they were able to fly to our shrine on a purple cloud, they would still test poorly because they haven’t actually worked on their echo. It creates quite the conundrum when it comes to convincing others to work on bending their echoes. Why bend when you can grow as powerful as a cultivator by abusing a remnant? Why spend years when you can spend hours? The answer lies in the type of power you want to grow, and the control that you want to have over it. And you want to have control, don’t you?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Put the necklace on, Pilgrim, and let me know if you feel any differently.” 
 
    Danzen placed the necklace over his head and settled it on his neck, the first time he had ever worn a Sunyata talisman. 
 
    At first there was nothing. He simply felt the piece lightly touch his chest.  
 
    But then something happened. It was like water rushing through him, from his head down to his ankles, Danzen feeling his muscles pulse, his heart beat faster. 
 
    Danzen stood, hunched over, feeling the same way he felt when his demons came to him, his skin boiling, his insides twisting. He expected portals to open up any second now, expected to see mangled hands and brittle claws stretching out of the portals, his hellspawns, a mist taking shape. 
 
    But the sensation never came. 
 
    His muscles relaxed, veins loosened, and soon he felt foolish for standing in the first place. 
 
    “My apologies,” Danzen said as he sat back down. 
 
    “I was worried there for a second,” Kudzu told him under her breath. 
 
    “Your demon blood has made you more sensitive to remnants,” Abbot Monpo explained, “of that I am certain. It has also enhanced the power you gain from bending your echo. While I know that you’ve been practicing, and I know that you consumed a remnant, you still have made quick gains to go from a Golden Adept to Crystal Mancer. I don’t expect you to have moved up a subranking, but anything is possible, especially because your blood seems to augment your cultivation. This is why we will test both of you in the morning, after you have had a night with the remnants.” 
 
    Abbot Monpo turned his head, and looked to his staff, which was still leaning against the wall. 
 
    “And you are certain you want to go with us to Diyu?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “I’ve never been before,” the Abbot said, “and you may need my help. It is not my goal to draw the interest of demons, especially considering our current distance to hell itself, but I don’t believe we will thwart the balance very much on this trip. This is mostly for you to settle the score with your brother, a sad challenge that he has put into place to gain favor with your father. And you will succeed, Pilgrim. I can sense it. It is what happens next that will be the real challenge.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen, Kudzu, and Abbot Monpo bent their echoes over the next hour. 
 
    Once they were finished, the two fox monks brought sleeping mats and straw pillows into the room, both of them in their human forms for once. They placed the mats in front of the remnant and left. 
 
    It wasn’t long before Danzen lay on one sleeping mat, staring up at the remnant, Kudzu on the sleeping mat next to him, the white fox curled into a ball. 
 
    “I’ve never slept near a remnant before,” Kudzu said. “It’s quite bright, don’t you think?” 
 
    Danzen yawned. 
 
    “I don’t believe I’ve ever seen you yawn before,” she said. 
 
    It had been a long day, one in which they had traveled deep into the Asura Forest, faced off against other foxes, and slain an underwater yokai that Danzen still needed to research. He had been relying completely on the skill Nomin had taught him in the cave; he didn’t get an actual look at the creature, and he knew it would be challenging to identify it. 
 
    “Rest well,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “Same to you.” 
 
    Danzen’s Blade of Darkness leaned against the wall, next to Abbot Monpo’s Sunyata staff. Nomin’s short sword was next to his sleeping mat, along with his bladed gauntlets. As always, Astra was at his side. 
 
    He didn’t know what tomorrow’s journey held, but he knew that they may have to sleep a night in the Panchen Mountains depending on when they left the monastery. He also knew that things would turn sour relatively quickly once they reached the gates of hell. 
 
    As Danzen began to drift off to sleep, he recalled the sounds of the demons screaming on his last visit to the border, and how Diyu had called to him. 
 
    Aside from meeting Nomtoi again, there was someone else who Danzen would likely encounter once he reached Diyu. 
 
    It was going to be one tainted family reunion, of this he was certain. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Part Ten 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was wet the following morning, Danzen, Kudzu, and Jelmay extra careful on their way back from the fox shrine. It didn’t rain hard enough for there to be mudslides, but the ground was slick, and there were deep pockets of puddles large enough to trip the bakeneko. 
 
    Joining them was Abbot Monpo, just as he said he would, the leader of the shrine in his human form and wearing dark robes. He carried the staff with the remnant on its end, his long white hair cast in several ponytails occasionally picked up by the breeze. From time to time, the piece glowed, catching Danzen’s attention.  
 
    As planned, they had bent their echoes that morning, and they had tested their tiers and subrankings. Kudzu had moved up a rank, and was now a Soul Mancer. Danzen remained a Crystal Mancer. As they headed in the direction of the Asura Forest, where it would be easier to walk rather than going through the mountains, Danzen experienced some serious doubts. Even with the remnant that he had ingested, and the necklace he now wore, he didn’t know if it would be enough to take on his half-brother. 
 
    Much of the pain Danzen had been in before was fleeting. He had been stabbed and slashed numerous times, and even something as painful as the wound Soko had given him in Tudan paled in comparison to what Nomtoi had done. 
 
    It would take everything he had to defeat his brother, but at what cost? How much damage would Nomtoi do before Danzen won? And could he even win? What would happen if he died in Diyu? Would he simply stay there for eternity? 
 
    Danzen’s fit of self-doubt was interrupted by Jelmay, who stopped walking to take a break. 
 
    “We don’t have to go so fast,” he said, huffing. “It’s not like people are waiting for us.” 
 
    “Eva Yin will be there,” said Danzen. 
 
    “Fine, aside from her.” 
 
    “Shedrup may be there as well.” 
 
    “Bah, who needs that cultivator anyway.” 
 
    “Eva Yin…” Abbot Monpo said. “Dalan is her brother, yes?” 
 
    “Why does everyone know this woman except me?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “Because you don’t frequent pleasure houses like Danzen, the Abbot, and me,” Jelmay said with a laugh. “You don’t know what you’re missing out on.” 
 
    “It goes without saying that I’ve never been to one of her pleasure houses,” said the Abbot. Jelmay had tried to tease him a few times over the course of the morning, Abbot Monpo never quite taking the bait. He did correct the bakeneko, however, if he uttered falsities.  
 
    “Come on, it’s not that big of a deal.” 
 
    “There was a time, years and years ago,” said the Abbot, ignoring Jelmay, “that I came to better understand Eva Yin’s power. What has she told you?” 
 
    “Only that she has bent her echo and consumed a remnant, at least once,” said Kudzu. “She didn’t go into detail how she abused remnants. But she certainly wears Sunyata talismans. She gave Danzen one of her pieces.” 
 
    “I see. Once people get to a certain level, their echoes manifest in various ways. Sometimes it is deliberate; other times, they simply can’t help what the abuse of a remnant does to them. Take someone like Shedrup. He has never abused remnants, and when he’s not drunk, he is in control of his power and can do miraculous things. Someone like Eva Yin, while powerful, had no say over what would happen to her after she exploited remnants.” 
 
    “That still doesn’t tell us what her power is,” Jelmay told the Abbot. 
 
    “Her power is one of the mind,” Abbot Monpo said as they came to the dirt road that would eventually lead to Danzen’s monastery. To make his point, he tapped his finger against his temple. “Her power stems from here.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “You have seen her as a very old woman, and as a very young woman, have you not?” 
 
    “I have,” said Danzen. 
 
    “She’s able to manipulate the minds of anyone around her, and control what they see.” 
 
    Kudzu slowly started to nod her head. “That would totally explain what happened to your instructor, Thane.” 
 
    Danzen remembered the man suddenly losing his mind, Eva Yin holding power over him. It was a shameful way to execute Thane, but it was necessary; too many civilians would have eventually gotten involved if Danzen’s demons had been unleashed. 
 
    “So that’s what she does,” Danzen finally said. 
 
    “Yes, that is what she does,” Abbot Monpo told them. 
 
    “Pfft! She can’t control my mind,” said Jelmay. “At least she hasn’t been able to yet. Every time I see her, she looks like an old crone two steps away from her deathbed. She is a bit spry for her age, sure, but other than that, I don’t know what the two of you are talking about.” 
 
    “You don’t see her as a woman in her twenties or thirties?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    Jelmay shook his head. “Her power has no effect on me.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re just not looking hard enough.” 
 
    The trees in the Asura Forest were saturated from the early morning rain, the wind moving through their leaves and creating a peaceful sound, bringing with it a comfortable breeze. It was about an hour later that they came to the hill before Danzen’s monastery. As they started up, someone seated at the top caught his attention. 
 
    “Who is she?” Jelmay asked, Kudzu immediately sniffing the air. 
 
    “My mother,” Danzen said after a long pause. 
 
    Shodren Ravja was seated with her legs crossed in front of the monastery, both lion dogs surrounding her. She wore dark-gray robes, her head freshly shaved, and as the four of them approached, she slowly began to open her eyes. 
 
    “I was wondering when you would arrive,” she said, looking up to the former assassin. “Your two lion dogs sure are friendly.” Shodren placed a hand on Yama’s head.  
 
    Danzen swallowed hard. “I was working on my echo.” 
 
    “Were you?” Shodren asked as she looked to Abbot Monpo. “Ah, that makes sense.” 
 
    “He’s advancing,” the Abbot said. “He is now a Crystal Mancer.” 
 
    “Are you now? Then I wish you luck in eventually being able to shatter the stone,” Shodren said, a light shining behind her eyes. 
 
    “Well, I don’t know why you are here, and I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m resting,” Jelmay said as he plopped down onto the hill, right next to Yama. The lion dog scooted a bit closer to Jelmay and he shooed him away. “Watch it, pup, I’m not in a cuddling mood.” 
 
    Kudzu shook her head at the bakeneko’s comment. “Our appearances don’t bother you?” she asked Shodren. 
 
    “Yokai?” Shodren asked. “Why would seeing yokai bother me? Genshin Valley isn’t the only place in the world with yokai, you know.” 
 
    “It’s pretty much the only place,” Jelmay said with a grunt. 
 
    “Then you know little of the world. How far north have you been?” 
 
    “There’s nothing worth seeing past Odval aside from a nice mountain cabin, I can assure you of that.” 
 
    “Then you have missed much of the world. But that’s not why I’m here. I’m not here to dispute things like this, I’m here to visit my son,” she said, her gaze returning to Danzen. “I am sensing…” Shodren glanced from Abbot Monpo to Kudzu. “Did I come at a bad time?” 
 
    “My half-brother attacked me in the village…”  
 
    Danzen explained to his mother how some of the villagers had been taken, that Nomtoi had challenged him and that he would be going to meet that challenge. 
 
    “You are going to Diyu then?” she asked, concern in her voice. A dark look came over her eyes, which she tried to shield by tilting her head even further down, shadow spreading over her face. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Then there’s nothing I can do to really stop you. You are aware that you may encounter your father, right?”  
 
    “I don’t want anything to do with him, and I don’t want anything to do with Nomtoi. He’s concerned about inheriting the throne from our father.” 
 
    “Nomtoi?” she asked. 
 
    “Nomtoi is my younger brother,” Danzen said. “He killed our other siblings, and I’m next in line to inherit the throne. But I would never take it anyway.” 
 
    “I’ve always wondered if you were Gantulga’s firstborn.” Shodren sighed. “My, what a frightening turn of events.” 
 
    “Speaking of a turn of events, I’m hungry,” Jelmay said. “I don’t know when your pals are planning to show up, but perhaps we can eat before then.” 
 
    “I don’t have enough food to feed everyone,” Danzen said. “I’ve been meaning to get some supplies.” 
 
    “Then fish it is, Danzen or Kudzu, would one of you care to fetch us some fish?” Jelmay asked. “Consider it a favor for an old friend.” 
 
    “I can go,” Danzen said. 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” said Kudzu. 
 
    “Do you mind?” Shodren motioned to the door. 
 
    “Right,” said Danzen.  
 
    He opened the door of his monastery and stepped aside, letting his mother into his home. She placed her things on the ground, her brow furrowing as she took a look at the frescoes on the ceiling. “I suppose that’s one thing I can do while you’re gone. I have restored this kind of art before, you know. I will need some paint, but the village isn’t that far, and I’m sure I can get it from there.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do anything,” Danzen told her. 
 
    “Nonsense, I will restore the frescoes, and get some food as well. I know that anything I say is not going to stop you from going to Diyu, so I’m not going to try. But I want you to be careful. I came here so we can get to know each other better. It’s time I get to know my son, and to do so, you need to stay alive.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best.” Danzen turned to his bedroom, where he would be able to store some of his weapons while he fished. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen and Kudzu were in the mountains behind his home, nearing one of the streams, when the white fox finally spoke. 
 
    “So that is your mother.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “I don’t quite understand her reasoning for showing up here,” said Kudzu. 
 
    “I believe what she said,” Danzen told her as he crouched for a moment, peering at the water. “She asked me to stay at her nunnery longer so we could get to know each other better. Her appearance is a continuation of that.” 
 
    “And why didn’t you?” 
 
    “No reason,” said Danzen, not telling Kudzu what had thrown him off about their conversation at the nunnery. His mother had told him that he wasn’t ready. She had also mentioned her reasoning for leaving Danzen at the Diyu Brotherhood, that she hoped one day he would take on his father. 
 
    He put these two pieces together, and had decided to leave rather than explore them any further. 
 
    Danzen saw his first fish and loosed his sword into the water, his blade returning to him. He set the fish on a rock, Kudzu standing over it as it flopped and slowly died. 
 
    “As much as the cat can annoy me, it was a good suggestion to eat before we head off,” she said as she stared at the fish. Kudzu licked her lips and looked back up at Danzen. 
 
    His sword slipped back into the bright-blue water and hit its next target. It caused a swell of bubbles, Danzen able to hear the sound of his blade reaching the rocks below. He would have to send it forward in a different angle next time. 
 
    Astra returned to his hand, this fish even larger than the last. After catching four more fish, Danzen strung them all up on a bit of leather string, which he carried at his side as they turned back in the direction of his monastery. 
 
    “You don’t have to come with me, you know,” Danzen said, even though he knew this line of reasoning wasn’t going to work with Kudzu. 
 
    “I’ve already followed you all the way to Sainshand, and that isn’t to mention our first trip to Diyu, or at least the outskirts. What I’m trying to say here is this: you know I’m coming. But hopefully this time, you won’t try to sedate me with alcohol.” 
 
    “Sorry about that.” 
 
    “I know you are, and I know that you know that things would have gotten a lot more complicated had I not shown up when I did. You’re just lucky we didn’t have another round of ale.” 
 
    “Thanks for that.” 
 
    “We save each other, it’s what we do.” Kudzu stopped and looked up at the sky, her nostrils flaring open. “It may rain again later. This happens sometimes at the end of monsoon season, raining briefly in the morning and the afternoon.” 
 
    She continued up again, her fluffy white tail dancing in the air as she raced ahead.  
 
    They came to the back of his monastery, Danzen hoping that Eva Yin and Shedrup had arrived. Even though he preferred to do what he was doing alone, part of him knew that he was going to need all the help that he could get. 
 
    He came around the monastery to find Abbot Monpo seated at the top of the hill, his staff across his lap. Shedrup was in front of him, his eyes closed, the two meditating together.  
 
    Standing with her hands tucked into the sleeves of her robes, Eva Yin turned to Danzen and offered him a thin smile. “We were wondering when you would return.” 
 
    “Those are mine,” Jelmay said as his eyes fell upon the string of fish. 
 
    “Of course you go straight for the food,” a familiar voice said. Danzen looked to the entrance of his monastery to see Usagi, the jade rabbit. He heard voices inside, one belonging to his mother, the other belonging to Dalan the hermit. 
 
    Aside from the time when the villagers had appeared to show him their appreciation, this was the most crowded his monastery had been since he first took refuge here. 
 
    “Shut up, Usagi,” Jelmay said as he came forward to take the fish. “Unless you want to talk your nonsense while I’m cooking.” 
 
    “I’ll gladly talk my nonsense while you prepare a meal. You are just lucky I showed up.” Usagi turned to follow the bakeneko into the monastery. “I wasn’t going to. And the three of you owe me.” 
 
    “Bah, you don’t have to come with us,” Jelmay told him. 
 
    “I’m already here, aren’t I? It was a good thing I happened to be loitering around your place when I saw a couple people heading up the hill and decided to investigate. Did I say that was a good thing? It could very well be a bad thing for me, considering where we’re going.” 
 
    “I don’t like the fact that you were loitering around my place. What did you want?” 
 
    “I have business in the forest, you know that.” 
 
    “Probably trying to rob me. Well, I can tell you one thing: you are not going to find any kip in there. I’ve hidden it all. There is jerky, though, and that’s not for you.” 
 
    “I don’t want your jerky!” 
 
    Kudzu sat and tilted her head to the side as she watched the two of them disappear into the monastery. “This is going to be an interesting group to travel with.” 
 
    “It will rain soon. My brother was saying it on the way over, and I suspect he’s right.” Eva Yin said, her focus shifting to Danzen. “Dalan’s inside. We’ll escort him to his hermitage, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Kudzu glanced up at the sky again, her nostrils flaring open. “There will definitely be more rain.” 
 
    “Yes, as I’ve said. We will stay in my brother’s hermitage tonight, and we will journey to Diyu tomorrow.” 
 
    “All of us will stay in the cave?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “Dalan claims there is enough room.” 
 
    “It will be tight.” 
 
    Eva Yin smiled down at Kudzu. “I’m sure we can make it work. I only wish that I could morph into a fox; it would be much easier to fit into holes in the ground.” 
 
    Shodren Ravja stepped out of the monastery, her presence erasing the tension in the air between Eva Yin and Kudzu. “I’m glad to see you have returned,” she told her son. “We can enjoy a meal together before you leave for the mountains. How wonderful.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was no rushing through the Panchen Mountains with such a large group. Dalan the hermit led the way, the orange-eyed man walking alongside his sister, Eva Yin, and Abbot Monpo. Danzen and Kudzu were next in the line, followed by Jelmay, who begrudgingly carried Usagi in Danzen’s leather satchel. At the rear of the group was Shedrup, who had yet to say a word.  
 
    Danzen didn’t see the three-legged raven circle once above them and fly away.  
 
    He was focused now on the back of Dalan’s head, the hermit hunched over just a bit, his body framed by the blood-red expanse that sat over Diyu. He thought of his mother in that moment, and how she had said goodbye to him and wished him luck, Shodren even going as far as to give him a kiss on the cheek when he left.  
 
    He still didn’t know what to feel about her, but Kudzu’s suspicions had Danzen wondering if there was more to her appearance in the Valley.  
 
    Perhaps the white fox was onto something… 
 
    Flung over his shoulder was his burlap sack, his armor inside, as well as his sugawara helmet. Danzen knew he would need all the protection he could get, and didn’t balk at Kudzu’s suggestion he bring his gear. 
 
    Various conversations about how they would actually get to Diyu became the topic of the hour. This was mostly led by Dalan, but eventually Jelmay and Usagi headed to the front, the jade rabbit barking something about wanting to kick some sense into the hermit. 
 
    “You can’t just walk your way in there,” Jelmay said, Usagi nodding in agreement. “There’s a barrier that prevents it.” 
 
    “If his brother wants him to go there, I assume that the barrier will be open for us,” said Dalan, who had already announced to the group over the fish they ate earlier that he wouldn’t be joining them in hell. 
 
    “It isn’t going to be that easy,” Usagi said. “If his brother truly wants him to suffer, he’s going to make him come up with a way to get in. They aren’t going to simply leave the gates open.” 
 
    “You don’t know that,” Eva Yin told the jade rabbit. “We have yet to arrive at the border.” 
 
    “I don’t know that? Even if you are using remnants to cover just how old and frail you are, woman, I have been alive and kicking much longer than you, and I’ve seen some things in my time. One of those things is this: demons are demons because they are demons.” 
 
    Jelmay snorted at this comment. 
 
    “Ignore the idiotic bakeneko who may not understand what I am trying to tell you here. Actually, a demon and a bakeneko aren’t really that much different. They are tricksters. Even if Nomtoi was raised in whatever societal hierarchy they have in Diyu, he was raised to be a prince of sorts, it is in his nature to be a trickster. A bakeneko is no different.” 
 
    “Danzen isn’t a trickster,” Kudzu said, “and he has demon blood.” 
 
    “It is the human in him then,” said Usagi. “And don’t interrupt me. Nomtoi will do his best to play games with you. He wants your spot in line when it comes to taking your father’s throne, and he will toy with you in every way he can until he gets what he wants. He may also want to prove himself in your father’s eyes, who will certainly be watching if he doesn’t appear.” 
 
    “Hopefully, we do not have to meet the ruler of Diyu,” Eva Yin said, her brother nodding in agreement. 
 
    “Hopefully, I will be back in Osul tomorrow asleep in my own bed and glad to no longer have the world close to me teetering on the brink, but that isn't likely the case. Lingering hope reeks of desperation. We need a plan if we’re going to get into Diyu, and—” 
 
    “Be a good rabbit and let your favorite bakeneko explain how we’ll get in,” Jelmay said, interrupting Usagi. “I know a way into hell, but getting out will be a little more challenging. We need to go to the tavern at the Edge of the World.” 
 
    “I refuse to ever go to that place again,” Shedrup said, the former town drunk joining the conversation. The man had no weapon with him, and the only indication he had prepared for anything were the wrappings along his fists and forearms. 
 
    “We’re not going to be able to just march up to the gate, like Usagi and I keep trying to tell all of you. There is another way though, and it involves…” Jelmay grinned. “For those of you that don’t know about the Tavern at the Edge of the World, which I assume you all know about, I will explain it anyway just in case the fox forgot.” 
 
    Kudzu shook her head. “I didn’t forget.” 
 
    “Consider it a refresher: every night, demonic soul collectors come to the tavern and sweep through the souls, capturing them all and taking them to Diyu. All we have to do is go to the tavern—and of course enjoy a nice meal there because they have the best food in the world, ale too—and simply wait for the soul collectors to come. We fight them, kill all of them except for one, and force that poor soul collector to take us back. At first, they will protest and say that they won’t, but these demons have a very limited amount of time in which they can collect, and if they show up empty-handed, they face certain punishments. They can be bribed, likely with fear of death.” 
 
    “How do you know all this?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “There was a point in my life where I stayed at the Tavern for a couple months, mostly because of gastronomic reasons. During this time I became friends with the bartenders there. Of course, they have changed since then, but I learned about the practices at that time.” 
 
    “Tell me you would not go all the way to Diyu for food,” Usagi said. 
 
    “That, and I was hiding from some people that lost a lot of money in a bet they made with me. I tried to soften the blow by giving them back some of their kip, but you know how that goes, people can’t accept that kind of generosity, so they turned to violence.” 
 
    “You likely conned them, just like you did Monobake and me!” Usagi said. 
 
    “You say con, I say opportunity,” Jelmay told him with a shrug. The bakeneko purposely rattled Usagi’s satchel by pretending to trip, the jade rabbit cursing up a storm. “Sorry about that. Where was I? Oh yes, the way to get into Diyu is simple. We go to the tavern, we feast until we can feast no more, we wait for the soul collectors to come, and then we kill all except one.” 
 
    “And what happens when we get to Diyu? What then?” Kudzu asked. “How do we get back?” 
 
    “I don’t have all the answers, just most of them,” Jelmay told her. 
 
    “I swore I would never go to that tavern again,” Shedrup said. 
 
    “Just like you’ve probably sworn before that you would never have a drink of alcohol again, but you did, and here we are. Too harsh?” the bakeneko asked him. “I’ll try again: just like I swore I would never find myself in a gambler’s den in Tudan enchanted by kip to the point that my friends had to rescue me. My point? We are in an extreme circumstance, and it calls for an extreme measure to see it to conclusion, and by extreme measure, I mean we’ll have to go outside our individual comfort zones.” 
 
    “I would feel much better about this plan of yours if we knew how we would be coming back to the world of the living,” Eva Yin said. 
 
    “We will return, don’t worry,” Usagi assured her. “I don’t know about the rest of you all, but I’m definitely not ready to die. Once we save the villagers, we will be transferred back to our world. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “Weren’t you the one just moments ago saying that demons are all about trickery?” asked Eva. “How do you know that this is the case now? How do you know that we are being tricked?” 
 
    “I have a hunch.” 
 
    “And I have a premonition,” Jelmay said, adding to Usagi’s statement. “Nothing I have foreseen has told me anything about getting stuck in hell. Besides, if we do end up stuck for a while, at least we are with friends, right?” 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Shedrup said. 
 
    “Ah, poor guy. Are you still mad at Danzen for simply being himself?” Jelmay asked Shedrup. “You do realize that he came to the Valley to get away from the west, that he is not inviting it here, right?” 
 
    “He is inviting it merely with his presence.” 
 
    “He has a fair point,” Usagi told the bakeneko. 
 
    “This way,” Dalan the hermit said, interrupting the conversation. “I know a shortcut here that passes through a ravine. It is the fastest way to my cave. You can, and should, continue your conversation there, but we need to be quiet and make our way through the ravine first. Our voices will echo there, and it may draw attention to our group.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The space inside Dalan’s hermitage certainly wasn’t large enough for everyone, but they made do, Shedrup staying outside, Eva Yin taking up a corner where she sat on a silk blanket. Dalan worked on a quick bite to eat with the assistance of Jelmay. Usagi, Abbot Monpo, and Kudzu sat near the entrance of the cave. 
 
    “We really don’t need to eat again,” Kudzu said to Jelmay, who, as usual, had spearheaded the group’s collective desire for food. 
 
    “Suit yourself,” Jelmay told her, his back to her now as he hunched over a cutting board. The bakeneko was slicing mushrooms, Dalan focused on rinsing out some mountain greens he’d collected along the way, which grew wild in the ravine they’d passed through. 
 
    “We can prepare everything and just have a quick breakfast tomorrow,” the hermit suggested. 
 
    “What about tonight?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    “You’re fat,” said Usagi. “You ate just a few hours ago back at the monastery.” 
 
    “Look how many of us there are, and there were only six fish.” 
 
    “If I recall, you had two,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “Small ones,” Jelmay mumbled. 
 
    “I’m not hungry,” Abbot Monpo said. 
 
    “Nor am I,” said Eva Yin. “And I’m going to assume Shedrup isn’t hungry either.” 
 
    While he had said a few things to them along the way, Shedrup was back to being quiet, Elder Sonders’ nephew seated on a ledge outside meditating. 
 
    Rather than listening to them bicker, and hoping to perhaps make peace with Shedrup, Danzen stepped out of the cave. 
 
    “Do you mind if I join you?” he asked. 
 
    Shedrup didn’t reply. 
 
    Danzen sat next to him anyway and looked out over the Panchen Mountains, the waterfall below, peaks in the distance warming in the sun. It was peaceful, as long as one didn’t look to the right and see the foreboding red of Diyu, which always appeared to be on the verge of extending its influence. 
 
    “If you think I’m the enemy,” Danzen told Shedrup after a long pause, “why did you come?” 
 
    “This isn’t about you; this is about the villagers. That’s why I came.” 
 
    “We share a common goal.” 
 
    “Everything here was better until you arrived,” Shedrup said, turning to him. 
 
    “You really believe that? When I arrived, you were wallowing in horse shit, if I recall.” 
 
    “Not true.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t press him; he knew his words would do little to convince Shedrup otherwise. He knew what he’d seen, and he knew why Shedrup’s uncle had asked him to intervene and help his nephew. 
 
    “You never answered my question: why did you come?”  
 
    “I answered your question, for the villagers.” 
 
    “Were you close with any of them?” 
 
    “Does that matter?” Shedrup asked. 
 
    “I would prefer for there not to be any animosity between us,” Danzen said. “Regardless of what happens tomorrow, or whenever we reach Diyu, we are both members of the same community now, and even more importantly, members of the same team. We can continue our dispute after.” 
 
    “Your point?” 
 
    “I’m simply suggesting that we move on from whatever this is,” Danzen said, gesturing between. “It serves no purpose.” 
 
    “Maybe not to you, but I know what you are…” 
 
    “What does what I am have anything to do with this? Aside from my brother, what has a being with demon blood ever done to you?” 
 
    “The bandits that killed my wife and child…” Shedrup swallowed hard and looked back to the waterfall below. “I believe they were possessed by demons.” 
 
    “From someone who has seen the worst in men, I can assure you that they weren’t. People in the kingdom have free will, men, women, and bandit alike. If they did something terrible, it wasn’t because of a demon, it was because of them.” 
 
    “How do you know? How do you know your own blood hasn’t led you to do things before?” 
 
    “The only time I am not in control is if I get cut,” Danzen said in a steady tone, “which I try to avoid as much as humanly possible. Any of the choices I’ve made aside from those times, are my own, and they have nothing to do with my blood.” 
 
    “The bandits were possessed by demons,” Shedrup said. “You don’t know. You weren’t here.” 
 
    “In that case, if they were, what does that have to do with me? There are good humans and bad humans, should I hate all humans?” 
 
    “I am not having this conversation with you,” Shedrup said as he started to stand.  
 
    Danzen placed a hand on his shoulder and forced him back down. “You fought me a few days back when I was weak; I do not think it would be wise for you to attempt that when I’m at full strength,” he told the cultivator, his hand still on his shoulder, Shedrup not flinching.  
 
    “So you are threatening me?” 
 
    “If it helps you better understand where I’m coming from, sure, I’m threatening you. I don’t want any harm to come to the villagers, same as you. That’s why I’m here, and that’s why I will do whatever it takes to preserve their lives.” 
 
    Shedrup tore his shoulder away from Danzen. “Then leave. If that’s what you truly believe, leave Genshin Valley. It is the only way to keep the people here safe.” 
 
    Danzen was silent for a moment.  
 
    Some part of him knew that Shedrup had a point. His past had a way of following him. It was relentless, never giving up. Aside from Thane’s students, there was also Soko, and likely others at the Brotherhood that were brave enough to take the contract that the teenager named Sumi had put on his head. 
 
    Was it selfish for him to stay in the Valley knowing that there would be trouble again in the future? The thought he had earlier, of disappearing from the world and becoming a hermit, was this his only viable solution? How could someone like him ever integrate with society considering his past and his tainted blood? 
 
    Danzen sighed. He really didn’t have an argument for what Shedrup had said. If he truly cared about the villagers, if he truly wanted to leave the villagers with hope, to never face turmoil due to his being there, the simplest solution would be to leave. 
 
    “You’re silent because you know I’m right.” 
 
    “This is my home now,” Danzen finally said. 
 
    “Your home? You haven’t even lived here a year.” 
 
    Danzen was silent. 
 
    “You really like it here that much?” Shedrup asked. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Danzen could have explained what his life had been like before, raised to be an assassin, a trained killer for twenty years, all accumulating to the moment he could finally be free, to be himself. But he wasn’t good at putting these things to words, especially with someone he didn’t know so well. 
 
    So Danzen kept things easy. “It suits me. I’ve never loved a place as much as I love living here in the Valley.” 
 
    Shedrup finally nodded. “You bring trouble.” 
 
    “Not by choice.” 
 
    “That doesn’t stop what has happened, nor does it prevent it from happening again.” 
 
    Again, Danzen couldn’t argue with this logic. Shedrup was right. 
 
    “Let’s just focus on saving the villagers,” Shedrup finally said, surprising him. “We can sort this out after that.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “Food will be ready soon,” Jelmay called out. “Last meal of the night. If that means anything to you, get in here and get a plate!” 
 
    “Are you hungry?” Shedrup asked Danzen. 
 
    “I could eat.” 
 
    “I could eat as well. Let’s eat.” 
 
    Shedrup left, and Danzen soon joined him in the hermit’s cave, where they both got a helping of the meal that Jelmay and Dalan had concocted. 
 
    The night ended with strange noises in the mountains, sounds that Danzen had never heard before. He slept near the entrance to the cave, Shedrup fully outside and sleeping in a meditative posture. 
 
    Danzen didn’t know where he would stand with the man in the end, but at least they had peace for now. What mattered most was the villagers and thwarting his brother’s trickery. 
 
    Any other disputes could wait. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen was bending his echo the next morning when movement near the waterfall below caught his attention. He spotted a yokai, a beast of a creature hunched over and drinking from the water.  
 
    It was gone before he could properly identify it. 
 
    Once all was settled, he would get back in the habit of learning more about the yokai world and writing down the new ones he had discovered in his field diary. 
 
    He shook his head. Strange thoughts had come to him as he was bending his echo, his eyes closed, everything around him rimmed in color. 
 
    Danzen saw himself waging a war through a cloud of gore. He saw assassins he had fought in the past wearing masks, the world ignited in red, demons rising out of Diyu. 
 
    He recalled in that moment the dream he’d had not so long ago, one that involved rebuilding Sunyata. How would someone like him restore heaven? Where would he even begin? Moreover, was it even a possibility? 
 
    His thoughts were interrupted by Jelmay, who stepped out of the cave to complain that Usagi was snoring. 
 
    “I don’t know why the stupid rabbit even came along,” the bakeneko said as he crossed his arms over his chest. He yawned, and looked down at the waterfall. “You wouldn’t want to catch me a fish, would you?” 
 
    Danzen glanced back up to the cave to see that most everyone was asleep aside from Shedrup, who was seated in a meditative position. 
 
    The two hadn’t spoken since the conversation last night, but Danzen felt as if they had come to at least a temporary truce. What mattered now was getting the villagers. That was the most important thing. 
 
    “Sure,” Danzen said as he sheathed his blade. He leaped off the edge of the cliff and landed beside the waterfall below. 
 
    “Look at you and your fancy jumping skills,” Jelmay said as he climbed down, the bakeneko using his claws for additional support. 
 
    By the time Jelmay reached Danzen, he was already holding a fish on the end of his blade. The fish, which had pale pink scales and blue around its face, flopped for a moment and died. 
 
    “Perfect, and don’t worry, I’ll keep this between you and me. Everyone else is going to get mushrooms and herbs for breakfast, but not me,” he said as he licked his lips.  
 
    Jelmay approached Danzen’s blade as if it hadn’t slain countless people. He waited for the fish to quit flopping, and once it did, he pulled it off the blade and bit into it. 
 
    “It’s a delicacy, you know, raw fish,” he said as he chomped down on the fish’s flesh. “I heard it’s good for you too.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know,” Danzen told him. 
 
    Jelmay shrugged. “You’ve still got a lot of living left to do. Speaking of which, once all this is over, we're going to head back west, right?” 
 
    “Why would we do that?” 
 
    “It gets hot around here during summer, and if we’re smart, we’ll head up toward Odval and camp out in a cabin in the mountains there. I’m sure Kudzu would come with us. She’s never going to leave your side, you know that, right?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t respond. 
 
    “But it’s nice to have a companion, believe me.” 
 
    “You don’t have a companion,” Danzen told him. 
 
    “Excuse me? I have two companions, thank you very much,” the bakeneko said as he bit into the fish again. He swallowed his bite and continued. “So I’m not so alone. You know what it’s like, to be alone. You get to a point where you are your own best friend and everything you say is clever, that or you find yourself in this strange place where you blame others for your loneliness. But it’s always a choice. Even a hermit is making a choice to be alone. The problem with… You know, maybe I shouldn’t go on. Who cares what an old bakeneko has to say anyway?” Jelmay took another bite of his fish. “Good fish.” 
 
    Danzen remembered the two years he’d spent alone, sometimes going a month or longer without human interaction.  
 
    What Jelmay had said was right, Danzen had become the only person who could keep himself company. He wasn’t the type to really talk to himself, but he did think a lot during that time, his memories becoming increasingly vibrant, especially on certain nights. 
 
    And now he couldn’t help but wish he had spent that time bending his echo. All he would have had to do was visit a shrine. If he had done so, he would have been much more prepared now, which was something Danzen couldn’t shake as he mentally prepared for what he was going to face once he encountered his brother. 
 
    Jelmay finished the fish and tossed what was left back into the water. 
 
    “Let’s wake the others and get on with it. We should reach the tavern this afternoon and then it’s straight to hell for our little group,” Jelmay said as he wiped his mouth with his arm. “I never thought I would make a trip to Diyu, I mean, not before I was ready, yet here we are.” 
 
    They returned to the cave to find the others preparing for the day. Once everyone was ready, they set off toward the tavern, Jelmay proudly leading the way. 
 
    “Stick with me,” he told the group, “but let’s go at a leisurely pace. There’s no sense in rushing. We’ll get there, we’ll pay the tax at the door, we’ll get fed, and then we’ll see about dealing with the soul collectors.” 
 
    “There is a faster way,” Shedrup said. 
 
    “Yeah? And there’s a slower way,” Jelmay told the man. “There’s always a faster way, have you not realized that yet in all your meditative insight? Just because it’s faster doesn’t mean it’s the best way to go.” 
 
    “You sure seem confident of yourself this morning,” Kudzu said as she caught up to him, Jelmay actually walking a bit faster than the others for once. 
 
    “Like I was telling Pilgrim earlier, it’s not often that you are taking a one-way trip to hell.” 
 
    “It isn’t a one-way trip,” Usagi said. As he had been yesterday, the jade rabbit was in Danzen’s satchel, which Jelmay currently wore crossed over his chest. “We are getting out of Diyu, mark my words.” 
 
    “I’ll believe it when I see it,” Jelmay said. “I’m not too worried, personally. If I had to spend the rest of eternity with all of you, I’m fine with that.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself.” 
 
    “Did I say everyone? I didn’t mean you. I’d just eat you,” he told Usagi. 
 
    “This is no laughing matter,” said Eva Yin, who walked next to Danzen, the woman’s robes making it seem as if she were gliding. She wore impractical clothing, and looked out of place next to the former assassin, who wore the armor he had received from Kunta back in Arsi.  
 
    “I’m just trying to be a realist here,” Jelmay said. 
 
    “We won’t be staying in Diyu for long,” Abbot Monpo told them, the man walking briskly next to Kudzu and holding his staff with the remnant on its end. “Let’s worry about getting there in one piece.” 
 
    “You seem so confident about this.” 
 
    “I am confident in our collective power, yes,” Abbot Monpo told the bakeneko. 
 
    “The problem remains: we are putting our faith in a demon to uphold his end of the bargain, a bargain that we don’t actually know the full details to. He simply told you to meet him there,” Shedrup said. “He said nothing about leaving.” 
 
    “Yet you are still all here,” said Danzen, tired of this conversation. They’d had the same conversation last night after their meal. He hadn’t said anything then; now seemed like a good time to speak on the subject. “If anyone wants to go back, you can head this way,” he said, motioning toward the path they were loosely following. “You will eventually reach Dalan’s hermitage. He can then guide you back to the main road. Otherwise, we are all in this together.” 
 
    Kudzu looked at Danzen, surprised to hear him speak in such a way. “I am sure that our group, with all our collective skills, will be able to figure this out. We know our way in, and if I’ve learned anything in the past…” 
 
    “If you can fight your way in, you can fight your way out?” Jelmay said. “Is that what you were going to say, Pilgrim? Because if not, I’m coining that phrase.” 
 
    “More or less,” Danzen said. 
 
    Jelmay turned and looked at everyone behind him, a smile taking shape on his whiskered face, his head framed by the ominous red of Diyu on the horizon. “You heard the assassin. Leave now, or forever hold your peace. We’re all going to hell eventually, whether we like it or not.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The intensity of the red sky of Diyu bloomed as they grew closer, Danzen once again feeling a pull in his chest toward the place. It was in his blood. As much as he wanted to deny who he was, the fact that he felt the energy within him proved otherwise. 
 
    As he walked at the back of the group with Shedrup, Danzen listened to Jelmay and Usagi bicker, Kudzu occasionally chiming in. There was the potential that they would draw attention to their group, and they had faced off against a yokai in the same area before, once they entered into a long cavern. But their sheer numbers would make any halfway intelligent yokai wary of attacking them. 
 
    Neither Abbot Monpo nor Eva Yin seemed to mind their commotion, which did little to relax Danzen’s guard. His former training kept taking over, his eyes scanning the landscape around them, tracing up the mountains to their snowy peaks and back down, looking for signs of movement, of life, of someone tracking them. He remembered Soko saying something to him about being watched, and he wondered now if his brother had been observing him all this time. 
 
    This thought only sparked an anger within him; it meant that Nomtoi attacked him in the village simply because he knew how much it mattered to him.  
 
    It still amazed Danzen that so many people he met in the Valley had agreed to join him on his quest to rescue the villagers. Each had their own reasoning, but even if the speculation had stopped as to how they would get out of hell once all this was over, the feelings were still there. 
 
    It was like an invisible mist hovering over the group. 
 
    They entered into a dark cavern, water dripping from the jagged rocks above, the slight scent of sulfur in the air. Danzen noticed Eva Yin stop and wait for him to catch up to her. As he did, she looped her hand through his arm, and slowly lowered it so that they now held hands. 
 
    “I can’t see in the dark,” was all she said. 
 
    Her hand felt much frailer than it should have. He noticed that the texture of her skin didn’t match her appearance, Danzen now able to feel the veins on the outer edge of her hand.  
 
    Unlike when Kudzu or Jelmay morphed, Eva Yin hadn’t actually changed the physical structure of her body, only augmenting how others perceived her. In touching her, it became unmistakably clear: Danzen was holding the hand of a woman that was almost a hundred years old. 
 
    Usagi’s voice echoed through the cavern. “Walk in a straight line, Jelmay. You’re going to make me vomit.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that if I were you. Don’t forget you’re riding in Pilgrim’s favorite satchel. He’ll kill you if you vomit inside of it. I have it on good authority.” 
 
    “I’m not worried about the former assassin, and you should be more worried about me pulling some strings in the Asura Forest and having some of my friends visit you than you should be this satchel.” 
 
    “Ugh, I don’t know why you showed up,” Jelmay said, Kudzu chuckling. 
 
    “You two are a match made in Sunyata,” the white fox said as she moved ahead.  
 
    Danzen smiled at this comment and subsequently tuned them out.  
 
    He continued to hold Eva’s hand as they navigated the deep cavern, Danzen with his eyes shut, simply observing everything through their outlines. Kudzu had a slight aura from bending her echo, her aura paling in comparison to Abbot Monpo’s and Shedrup’s bodies, which were practically glowing. 
 
    Danzen hoped his echo would look like theirs one day. After he finished this excursion, regardless of where he went next, he would pour his focus into bending his echo. Just catching a glimpse of what he was capable of doing back at the Floating Lantern Festival would be worth the effort. To not have to worry about getting cut, to be able to put himself fully into a battle if it was necessary—these were just a few advantages of what he hoped to do through cultivation. 
 
    Light began to seep into the cave, signaling an exit. 
 
    They had been walking in the dark for a good amount of time by this point, Danzen’s eyes having to adjust to the brightness upon their exit. The cavern was suddenly bathed in the red gloom of Diyu. Eva let go of Danzen’s hand. 
 
    They continued onward, the day noticeably hotter now, Danzen not sure if this had to do with their proximity to Diyu, or simply the fact that summer was approaching. He kept his eyes pinned on the horizon and eventually spotted the Tavern at the Edge of the World perched near a cliff as it had been the last time they visited. 
 
    “We’re going to need to feed the door something,” Jelmay said. 
 
    “I have something,” said Shedrup, who had also been there before and knew the ropes. 
 
    “Pfft. I wish I’d kept a few of those nozuchi teeth. They sure came in handy.”  
 
    Usagi laughed bitterly at this comment. “You nearly turned those two fools into snakes with those teeth. You call that handy?” 
 
    “It was an honest mistake, what don’t you understand about that?” 
 
    “Perhaps I should have asked before we journeyed all this way: do those two men happen to be two of the men who were taken by your brother?” Usagi asked Danzen. 
 
    “They were.” 
 
    Usagi laughed bitterly. “Those two keep finding themselves on the wrong side of the sword, a fool’s luck.” 
 
    “They’re good people,” Jelmay said, “especially Khamdo’s wife. What a cook!” 
 
    “We are not having this conversation again,” Kudzu said, referring to Jelmay’s proposal that he take Khamdo’s place if they were unable to retrieve the carpenter. 
 
    “Keep an eye on the border,” Abbot Monpo said, which were the first words he had spoken in a while.  
 
    He motioned his Sunyata staff toward the barrier of Diyu, Danzen now hearing the cries of the demons. At first it was hard to decipher, but the more he looked at it, the more he saw a wall that was practically a mirage. 
 
    Danzen had the notion to approach it; he knew that he would be let in considering his blood, while his companions would not. Perhaps that was how it should be all along, Danzen not risking anyone’s life but his own. 
 
    Then he remembered what Kudzu had told him when he tried to abandon her in Arsi in pursuit of Soko. He didn’t think she had it in her to physically kill him, but he knew better than to cross her.  
 
    Rather than lead the group, Danzen kept to the back with Shedrup, who had a dark look on his face, as if he were reliving something himself. They came to the large black door of the tavern, which didn’t have a handle. A white stone face was set in the center of the door, pupil-less, its jaw moving left and right as it spoke. 
 
    “Payment is necessary to enter the tavern,” said the face in a solemn voice. 
 
    “Looks like we may have another problem,” Jelmay said. 
 
    “There’s no problem; I will handle this.” Shedrup stuck his hand into the inside pocket of his robes and returned with a small bead. 
 
    “No, not about that,” said Jelmay. “Usagi can hide, but Kudzu…” 
 
    “My form, that’s right,” she said, hesitating. 
 
    “She needs to go in as a human?” Eva Yin asked. 
 
    “That’s right, and I definitely didn’t bring any spare robes.” Jelmay began to morph into his nondescript form, a male with blonde hair and devilish eyes. The head jutting out of the door spoke again, reminding them that payment was necessary. 
 
    “In that case, I believe I can spare something,” Eva Yin told the group. She had a bag with her that matched her clothing so well that Danzen hadn’t paid much attention to it. Eva opened the bag and produced a nightgown. She then removed one of the turquoise scarves around her neck. 
 
    “This will have to do,” Kudzu said as she took the items from her with her mouth. Kudzu circled to the far side of the tavern, the group waiting for her to change and return. 
 
    As they waited, Danzen looked up at the outer walls of the tavern, recalling how they had stayed on one of the floors above, and the terrible cries and howls they had heard below.  
 
    “Just be sure not to say much while you’re in there,” Jelmay told Usagi. “You’ll spook everyone. People here hate rabbits.” 
 
    “Spook everyone? Look who we are traveling with. And you are worried about me?” 
 
    Kudzu approached again now in Eva’s nightgown, the turquoise scarf wrapped around her neck. The nightgown smoothed over the contours of her form, Kudzu at once embarrassed once everyone turned to her. 
 
    “Well?” she asked as she crossed her arms over her chest. “What are we waiting for?” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    After Jelmay spoke with the bartender, whose face was obscured by a hood, they were led to what Danzen felt was the exact same table they’d sat at the last time they visited. Something was different about the space though, the inside smaller than Danzen remembered it being. 
 
    Even though they hadn’t had a chance to order, the bartender served them frothy flagons of ale, Danzen hyper aware of the spiritual activity around him. 
 
    Sometimes he could see the souls that would be collected later that night, sometimes he couldn’t. They appeared and disappeared freely, some wailing, but most beginning to enjoy themselves, feeling as if they had come to some grand party in the afterlife. 
 
    It was cruel, really, disrupting people’s perceptions of death in the way that the tavern did. In a way, it was a metaphor for life itself. Show up, enjoy the party, but eventually the soul collector comes… 
 
    “Things are going to get real rough in here in a couple hours,” Jelmay said on the tail end of a burp. “But until then, enjoy the ale, and definitely enjoy the food.” 
 
    The food came minutes later, bowls of soup for each of them that were custom tailored to their preferences. As magical as it was—Danzen’s soup tasting like braised rib—it wasn’t actually filling. 
 
    This fact didn’t stop Jelmay from trying to eat as much as he could, the bakeneko finishing soup bowl after soup bowl while the others drank their ales. Knowing better than to consume alcohol, Shedrup didn’t drink anything, and in solidarity, Abbot Monpo didn’t drink either. Danzen wouldn’t have drunk the ale had it not been for Kudzu’s encouragements, the fox woman seated next to him, her white hair a mess. 
 
    He had the notion to reach out and fix it for her but stopped himself, merely staring at her for a moment. 
 
    “What?” she asked as she hunched forward a bit. Using both hands, she nervously brought the flagon to her lips and took a long drink from it. 
 
    “Sorry you have to wear that,” Danzen said. 
 
    “You don’t like my night wear?” Kudzu asked. “I never thought about sleeping in something like this.” 
 
    “I could teach you a lot about being a woman,” Eva Yin said in an offhand way. 
 
    “I’ll pass.” Kudzu returned her focus to Danzen, a softness filling her gray eyes. 
 
    “You can still leave,” Danzen found himself saying, even though he knew Kudzu would never do something like that. 
 
    “I’ll be fine, Pilgrim, don’t worry.” 
 
    The sun began to set on the horizon, something they weren’t quite able to see in the tavern. 
 
    Danzen had begun to notice more and more that they were in some kind of limbo, a place that existed between times. At one glance it seemed as if it were night outside, but a second look told Danzen it was still afternoon, and as more souls crowded into the space, he began to think it was morning, a small part of him wondering if they had missed the soul collectors. 
 
    The tavern had a transfixing quality about it. The revelry could be outsized as quickly as it could be silenced, souls moving about in waves, some stopping just long enough for Danzen to get a look at their faces. Men and women, young and old alike, children and the elderly, not a soul was spared the Tavern at the Edge of the World. 
 
    “It will begin soon,” Abbot Monpo said suddenly as his gray eyes came alive, the first time he had spoken in hours.  
 
    He was much more talkative at his monastery, Danzen sensing that the group dynamics were a bit exhausting for the religious man. 
 
    He couldn’t blame him. It had only been after being around Jelmay for an extended period of time that Danzen grew used to how much mental space the bakeneko took up. Usagi only threw fuel on the fire, the jade rabbit constantly bickering with Jelmay. 
 
    Danzen’s eyes locked with Abbot Monpo’s, the fox man offering him a tight nod. 
 
    Of everyone sitting at the table, Shedrup seemed to be having the hardest time being in the tavern.  
 
    Part of Danzen wished that he would open up to him, that the cultivator would let them know what happened when he had come here for his wife and child. But that story was Shedrup’s to tell, and it was clear that it wasn’t going to be something Danzen would learn the truth of anytime soon. 
 
    The time came. 
 
    It started with a collective gasp; it started with flagons hitting the wood floor below. The collective gasp turned into a collective howl as the doors of the tavern swung open and several muscled demons swarmed into the space. Scar tattoos were etched across their flesh and they wore skull helms, the soul collectors with blackened whips and minions gathering around them who had appeared from a cloud of terror. 
 
    “Bah,” Jelmay said, staring down into his fresh flagon. “I was just getting started on this one!” 
 
    Shedrup pressed away from the table. “I hope this works.” 
 
    Danzen did the same, going for his Blade of Darkness. Whereas the tavern had felt small before, it now seemed five times as large as it had been when they first entered, the ceiling expansive to the point that Danzen felt as if it no longer existed. 
 
    There was plenty of space to battle the soul collectors, but they needed to keep one alive, which he reminded the group as they charged forward. 
 
    A new complication presented itself. 
 
    The souls, who had been nothing more than ghosts just moments ago, were all corporeal now, their forms solidified. Their bodies all pressed together and Danzen was immediately separated from his group, a swell of expired humanity swarming all around him. 
 
    “Pilgrim!” Kudzu said, appearing out of the horde. Light flashed across her eyes as Abbot Monpo took to the sky, the yokai rushing forward, his staff held tightly in one hand. 
 
    Shedrup flew alongside him, the two colliding with the first soul collector, a man easily twelve feet tall, his skull helm covered in ancient markings, all of which blazed in the slowly dimming light of the tavern. 
 
    One of the souls latched onto Danzen, another doing the same, their arms coming around his waist, the man screaming, frothing at the mouth, a woman pleading with him not to let her die. Danzen broke free from their grip and reached his hand back to grab Kudzu, who was holding onto Eva Yin, the powerful madame no longer keeping her form. 
 
    Sparked by Eva’s powers, the souls stopped fighting, all of them standing at attention, frozen in time.  
 
    Eva was now in her true form, her head bowed forward, her eyes glowing white. The souls began to back away, Kudzu still holding her hand. 
 
    “It’s about time someone does something,” said Jelmay who had a flagon of ale with him, the brew sloshing as he caught up with the group. 
 
    “Some help you are,” said Usagi, which was ironic considering his position inside Jelmay’s borrowed satchel. 
 
    The bakeneko took another swig of his ale. “There’s nothing like this ale in the west or the east. Well, I suppose we are east, but you know what I’m saying,” he said. “I want to drink as much as I can.”  
 
    “Hurry, you fool!” 
 
    “Almost done.” Jelmay finished his ale and tossed it at one of the souls that still stood at attention, the flagon cracking against the man’s head. “Let’s do this!” 
 
    Danzen raced ahead to join Abbot Monpo and Shedrup, the three leaving the rest of their group behind as they met the collectors. The soul collectors’ minions were the easiest to kill, and thinning their numbers made the rest of the fight more manageable. Each of the minions resembled the demons that Danzen conjured, nude with rough skin, a variety of colors, their faces mangled and boiled over, teeth razor-sharp. 
 
    Danzen had no qualms killing them indiscriminately. 
 
    Schnikt! Schnikt! 
 
    He fought in the way that he had seen Thane battle before, Danzen spinning with his two gauntlet blades out wide, launching full-heartedly into the battle. He still had his famed blade equipped, which he threw at key times, Astra always returning to his hand, always with the tip painted in gore. 
 
    The soul collectors at the back of the group tore through their own minions to reach Danzen, the demons speaking in garbled tongues. The first to attack sent his whip forward, which Danzen cut away with one of his gauntlet blades.  
 
    Deciding to change tactics, Danzen pulsed his echo, the blades returning to their casings.  
 
    He retrieved his Blade of Darkness and sent an arc of shadow forward, plenty of energy for his weapon to pull from. Wherever they were now, it was no longer the tavern, that was for sure. There were no outer walls keeping them in, nor ceiling overhead. 
 
    Their surroundings grew darker, which only fueled Danzen’s weapon, his attack so strong that it nearly clipped Shedrup’s shoulder. 
 
    Rather than apologize, Danzen flung himself forward, past Shedrup and Abbot Monpo, where he could engage the soul collectors without fear of friendly fire. He cut the arm off one, and the head off another, their minions coming for him in waves. Danzen’s weapon allowed him to create some space between him and his opponents, none of them able to come within five feet of the former assassin. 
 
    He didn’t know what would happen if he got cut this close to Diyu; he certainly didn’t want to find out now.  
 
    A blur passed by Danzen, one that culminated in a flash of punches and kicks, Danzen finally recognizing Shedrup. The cultivator fought like a madman, nothing predictable about his style. Every hit landed, even if they came at angles that shouldn’t be possible. 
 
    A blast of light-purple energy cut through another one of the soul collectors, this one courtesy of Abbot Monpo.  
 
    A quick glance over his shoulder and Danzen saw the Abbot standing before Kudzu, who was now in her fox form and joined by Eva Yin, Jelmay, and by extension, Usagi. Only the bakeneko was fighting, Jelmay swinging his sword at any minions who dared approach, another flagon of ale in his other hand. 
 
    Rather than wonder how Jelmay had gotten another ale, Danzen sheathed his Blade of Darkness, and launched himself at one of the nearby soul collectors. He drove Nomin’s short blade into the demon’s chest, Danzen holding on as he rode the large hellspawn down to the ground, where he quickly pulled its head back and slit its throat. 
 
    He launched Astra to his left, his sword pressing through the face of one of the minions and returning to Danzen’s hand. 
 
    Their numbers were thinning. 
 
    With only two or three soul collectors left, Danzen shouted a reminder to Shedrup and Abbot Monpo that they needed one alive. 
 
    Shedrup took this as a sign to take down the soul collector to his immediate left through a series of rapid-fire kicks, followed by an uppercut that nearly knocked the demon’s head off. 
 
    Figuring he would do the same but in his own style, Danzen addressed the soul collector on the right by cutting the demon’s whip away. Astra took care of the rest, the soul collector with a new hole in its throat by the time Danzen’s blade reached his hand again. The demon stumbled forward, gargling on its own blood, and Danzen was just about to finish what he’d started when Jelmay ran forward and stabbed the soul collector in the thigh. 
 
    “This one is mine!” shouted Jelmay as he stabbed it again, once again tossing away his flagon of ale. 
 
    The towering demon began to fall; Jelmay hopped out of the way and used both hands on his blade to hack at the hellspawn, Usagi cursing the entire time. 
 
    Danzen approached the very last soul collector, Shedrup coming from the left, and Abbot Monpo coming from the right. 
 
    “You will take us to Diyu,” Danzen told the demon, whose face was unreadable under the skull helm that he wore. The demon’s muscles pulsed, but eventually he dropped his whip, and slowly lowered his shoulders. 
 
    “You want war?” the soul collector asked, his voice smooth in a way that didn’t match his appearance. 
 
    “I have a meeting with Nomtoi,” Danzen said. 
 
    This caused the demon to pause. “Nomtoi Gantulga?” 
 
    “Yes, my half-brother. He said to meet him in Diyu, and here I am.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    One minute, they were standing in a void that used to be the Tavern at the Edge of the World; the next, they were somewhere else entirely. 
 
    Danzen assumed at first that they had been tricked, that the soul collector had transported them back to the Panchen Mountains. It looked almost the same, until Danzen gazed upward at the sky and noticed it was a pale red, and there was a rim of blue in the distance, signaling the start of the world of the living. 
 
    The soul collector floated before them, his arms crossed in front of his body, his whip lowered. 
 
    “You have disrupted my work,” he said, a hint of annoyance in his voice. 
 
    “Disrupted your work? You’re lucky we left you alive,” Jelmay said as he brought his sword to the ready. 
 
    “You can’t kill me here,” the soul collector as he shifted his focus to the bakeneko. “I will be punished for not retrieving the souls. I must leave. I suggest you do the same. You may have bested my companions back in the world of the living, but you will be quickly overpowered here. Do not test the dead.” 
 
    “Fine, fine, go, no one will miss you,” Jelmay told him. 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” said Usagi, “he’s better company than you!” 
 
    The soul collector slowly began to fade away, particles of light trickling down to the ground as he disappeared. 
 
    “How… odd,” Abbot Monpo said with a hint of hesitation. 
 
    “Well, we’re in Diyu.” Jelmay lowered his sword. He took a look around at the rocks, to the mountains on the horizon. Rather than being capped in snow, they were tipped something red that reminded Danzen of frozen lava. The stone here was a different color than it was in the mountains as well, an orange hue to it.  
 
    They were near a stream, the water black as tar. Danzen saw a fish with red and white scales leap from the stream and return. 
 
    “It certainly has a unique aesthetic,” Kudzu said. “At least in looking at the sky, we can tell which way the real world is. I don’t know how easy it will be to get there, but perhaps since we are still living, we will simply be able to walk up to it and pass through the barrier.” 
 
    “We will not be stuck here,” Abbot Monpo said with a hint of finality, “but it may be a battle for us to leave.” 
 
    “How do you think we find your brother?” Jelmay asked. “I don’t see anyone around. And another thing: do you think there are cities here like there are in our world?” 
 
    “You should have asked your soul collector friend back there,” Usagi said. 
 
    “I would have asked him if he had stuck around. He seemed like he was in a hurry to do his job. I didn’t like the tone he took with us, but I can understand what it’s like to be interrupted while you’re performing an important task.” 
 
    They started along the stream, Danzen assuming it would lead them somewhere. Perhaps there was a village where they would be able to ask questions. Following the river would also give them an easy option when it came to returning to the barrier between the world of the living and the world of the dead. 
 
    “The weather doesn’t seem right here,” Kudzu said, sniffing the air once again. “Am I the only one that feels that?” 
 
    “I don’t feel anything,” said Jelmay. 
 
    “It is neither hot nor cold,” Shedrup said, the cultivator keeping to the back of the group, “but it isn’t comfortable.” 
 
    “Maybe it's stale? Is that it?” Jelmay asked. He sniffed the air as well. “It doesn’t smell any different. I expected at least a little bit of brimstone.” 
 
    “Why would it smell like that here?” Usagi asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, maybe because the mountains are covered in what looks like fire? Can you see those from the satchel?” 
 
    “It is not…” Eva Yin bit her bottom lip. Finally, she spoke again: “It is not as terrible as I thought it would be.” 
 
    “Why does hell have to be terrible?” Jelmay asked. “There is nowhere else for the dead to go now that Sunyata has fallen, and I’m sure there are enough good people coming here now to make it somewhat comfortable.” 
 
    “If there are demons like the soul collectors roaming around, I don’t think it will be very comfortable,” Usagi said. “Think about it.” 
 
    “Maybe they have the same divide that we have in our world, between yokai and humans.” 
 
    “It would be yokai, demons, and humans,” said Abbot Monpo. “From what I’ve read, which, granted, has been written by an unverifiable source, Diyu is much like our world. There are warring factions, but not a lot of intermingling between species. That said, demons are the rulers of the land, so I suspect they are generally pretty easy to find.” 
 
    They came to a small clearing, and as if Nomtoi had been there all along, the man stood on the opposite side near a mangled rock formation that looked like a jaw lifting out of the ground. Nomtoi wore glowing white robes, his hair flaming red, his muscles visible underneath his clothing. 
 
    It was then that Danzen saw some of the horror that he would come to associate with Diyu.  
 
    Hanging from the rocks above were several people, their bodies mutilated, limbs missing. They were still alive, still breathing. His eyes fell to his brother’s hands, which had blood dripping off them. 
 
    “I thought I would warm up,” he said as he took a step forward. “You know, normal people can’t die here, but you can torture them to no end. They will heal eventually.” He looked up to admire his handiwork. “Beautiful sight, isn’t it? If it seems rather barbarous, it’s not. It is simply a way to pass the time or to get out some anger. And I have some anger to get out.”  
 
    “Where are the villagers?” Danzen asked, not able to dampen the sense of urgency he was feeling once he saw the bodies hanging from the rock formation. 
 
    “The villagers? Oh, yes, them. Don’t worry, I haven’t strung them up yet. Father wouldn’t like that, not until this is settled, anyway. I’m nearly certain he’s watching, you know,” Nomtoi said as he peered up at the pale red sky. “He will soon see you for the weakling that you are. The rest of you may go; if you make it to the barrier, you will be able to pass through unharmed. There may be some, ahem, obstacles in your way, but I’m sure a scrappy group like yourself can handle it.” 
 
    “We’re not going anywhere, demon scum,” Shedrup said. 
 
    “Ah, it’s you. I thought I recognized you, the cultivator foolish enough to engage me. Fine. You can stay and die and become my plaything for a while, just like your wife and child,” Nomtoi said as he bared his sharp teeth. “They were delicious.” 
 
    Shedrup would have sprung forward had it not been for Danzen, who stopped him. 
 
    “Last chance to leave,” Nomtoi told the group. “Or would the rest of you prefer to stay?” 
 
    “End these games,” Abbot Monpo said. “Danzen isn’t interested in your throne.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter if he’s interested or not, he’s next in line. If I were you, I would see me as being gracious,” Nomtoi told his half-brother. “I killed everyone else first, including your older siblings. I saved you for last, to give you plenty of time to enjoy your life as a mutt. It’s quite charitable of me, if I do say so myself. I believe it’s something that Father would be proud of. But now is the time, and since your friends have decided to stick around, perhaps there’s a way we can make this interesting.” 
 
    Nomin, Norwin Dawa, Nayaga, Yuna, Thane, and Biren Yeshe stepped out of thin air, their forms solidifying, all in white robes similar to what Nomtoi wore. 
 
    “I gave you a chance to leave,” Nomtoi told Danzen’s companions with a playful shrug. “Now you can meet the army I’ve slowly been piecing together courtesy of my brother.” 
 
    Danzen felt his heart constrict as he took in the assassins behind Nomtoi. All of them had completely red eyes now, aside from Thane, who wore his mask with a single horn jutting from his forehead. 
 
    “That’s the look I like to see,” Nomtoi said as he bared his sharpened teeth. “That look of surprise mixed with fear, the face of someone who came for a fight, but got a war.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nomtoi stepped aside. The first person to move around him was Nomin the blind assassin, who had a sword just like the one Danzen wore at his waist. Next to follow was Norwin Dawa, the assassin’s bindings already loosening, and Biren Yeshe, who brought his fists to the ready. 
 
    Danzen had his Blade of Darkness out in a matter of seconds, shadows pooling at its tip.  
 
    He didn’t know if it would work in Diyu, and was glad to find that the glaive operated the same way as it did back in his world. His first strike sent an arc of shadow cutting into the soil, dirt kicking up as Biren Yeshe jumped left and Norwin Dawa sprung right, the man launching himself into the air with his bindings. 
 
    A bolt of lightning struck Danzen, bringing him to the ground. This came from Shunta, who had been the first assassin he had killed after retiring. 
 
    By this point, his companions had begun engaging the assassins Nomtoi had summoned, Shedrup meeting Biren Yeshe; Jelmay and Kudzu tearing off toward Shunta, who was joined by Nayaga the archer.  
 
    There was another archer, Yuna, the instructor from the Brotherhood. She loosed an arrow in Danzen’s direction just as Nomin reached him, the arrow narrowly reflected by his armor.  
 
    Everything became a blur. 
 
    Nomin was much faster in Diyu, her strikes coming in so quickly that Danzen could barely parry them. She kicked him backward, and as she did, Thane rushed in. 
 
    He threw his arms forward, Thane’s gauntleted blades already summoning power as they sent Danzen flying backward. 
 
    Abbot Monpo leaped into the fight to address Thane, his Sunyata staff glowing brightly as he matched the man’s strikes.  
 
    Bindings swirled toward Danzen from Norwin Dawa, who had created a body out of the magical fabric which resembled that of a snake. The magical bindings wrapped around Danzen before he could bat them away. The former assassin was lifted into the air and slammed against the rock. 
 
    The impact should have knocked him out, but something was different about his strength now. Danzen felt an abundance of power, likely coming from the remnant that he had consumed to heal himself, as well as the Sunyata talisman he wore around his neck. He broke out of Norwin Dawa’s bindings only to be met by Nomin again, who sliced her blade across his arm.  
 
    “No…” Danzen whispered, but he was no longer met with that feeling he had when he broke skin. 
 
    There were no demons, no sudden jolt of terror, no portals opening up as he had grown used to.  
 
    He was simply bleeding. 
 
    And he had never felt better about the fact. It dawned on him in that moment that this entirely made sense, he was in Diyu, he was at the source of the hellspawns. They weren’t going to suddenly teleport here; they were already here. 
 
    And they were watching.  
 
    Danzen caught them along the perimeter of the fight now. More and more demons showing up, gathering around to observe the battle that was taking place, speaking in garbled tongues, cheering and jeering. 
 
    “Here we go!” Jelmay shouted with his sword in the air, Usagi in his satchel, energy charging around the jade rabbit’s forehead.  
 
    His companions were doing well, but he would never get to Nomtoi with so many trained assassins around, ones clearly bolstered now by demonic powers. 
 
    He needed an additional hand, someone who knew what the assassins were capable of. 
 
    Danzen turned his focus to Nomin, who was just about to reach him again with her next strike. He slipped around her just as she came forward and grabbed her from behind, his sword at her throat.  
 
    “Nomin, it’s me!” 
 
    She elbowed him; Danzen leaped back in time to avoid a swipe from her short sword. 
 
    “Nomin,” he said, trying to summon his Demon Speak only to find it wasn’t working here, his voice maintaining its normal timbre. “It’s me. It’s Danzen. I have honored your wishes. I have your sword,” he said as he quickly sheathed his Blade of Darkness and withdrew Nomin’s basket-hilted short sword. “I have begun bending my echo. We aren’t enemies.” 
 
    Nomin lowered her red eyes to Danzen’s weapon. Something about the way she tilted her head told Danzen that she understood who he was in that moment. 
 
    But there was no time to respond. 
 
    Thane came in from behind, both his gauntleted blades driving into Danzen’s back and pressing out the front of his body. 
 
    Danzen fell, pain blooming within him as his organs were punctured, as he started to bleed profusely. He slapped against the ground and landed on his side right in front of Nomin. 
 
    He glanced up, and as he did Nomin stepped over him, the blind assassin slowly lifting her sword.  
 
    Thane swooped in for a fatal strike and Nomin blocked it. She continued to defend Danzen, Abbot Monpo eventually coming to his rescue. A blast of purple energy fired from his staff in Norwin Dawa’s direction, cutting through more bindings. He also fired a shot at Thane, which tore the soil out from beneath the gauntleted assassin.  
 
    The Abbot crouched, supporting his weight with his staff, the tip charging again as he turned his focus to Danzen. 
 
    “You can heal; you must face your brother,” Abbot Monpo said hurriedly. “You can’t go down now.” 
 
    “Heal,” Danzen said.  
 
    “Focus on your power, Pilgrim, heal,” the Abbot said. 
 
    “Power…” Danzen’s skin slowly stitched back together, his wounds, both external and internal, mending themselves. 
 
    A bolt of lightning struck Kudzu. 
 
    Energy bloomed within him, gathering once again in his core from the remnant that he had consumed. Danzen bolted forward, racing past the white fox. 
 
    He met Shunta just as the man was about to conjure another ball of lightning. His sword went straight into the young assassin’s stomach; as he lifted the man, he summoned one of his gauntleted blades, which he slipped into the side of his head. 
 
    “Are you all right?” he asked Kudzu, Danzen quickly crouching beside her. “Kudzu!” 
 
    “I’m… fine.”  
 
    She slowly got to her feet. An arrow came flying at him and he struck it out of the air. This was followed by a barrage of arrows courtesy of Yuna and Nayaga, who were now on the outskirts of the fight, amidst the crowd of demons that had gathered. 
 
    The incoming arrows were mostly blocked by a blast from Abbot Monpo’s Sunyata staff, but there were too many, and Danzen ended up shielding Kudzu from the rest. The white fox yelped once he stood and turned to his opponents, arrows jutting out of his back. 
 
    “Danzen!” she cried. 
 
    “I’m… I’m fine.” Something came over Danzen. He flexed his muscles, the arrows all popping out at once. 
 
    He no longer felt battered and bruised; he felt stronger than he had in some time. This was his true power, and it was invigorating. Danzen was charged. 
 
    He sprang into the air and landed in front of Yuna and Nayaga, Astra already in his hand as he whipped around and cut the former instructor down. He then drove the blade through Nayaga’s stomach and pulled up. Danzen held the archer by his neck for a moment, staring down at him, the man with crimson eyes, his teeth gritting. Danzen withdrew his blade and turned to Nomtoi. 
 
    “Finally, a challenge,” Nomtoi said as he shook out his arms. The white-robed demon began to morph, his muscles bulging as his face took on a wolf’s visage, a long snout, a dozen or so eyes appearing, all blinking at once. “I’ve so been looking forward to this,” he growled. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen shrugged off his brother’s first strike.  
 
    He was no longer afraid of spilling blood, the fear of unleashing his hellspawns nonexistent. This was how it should have been his entire life; this was how a fight was supposed to happen, Danzen able to throw himself completely into the battle without fear of turmoil. 
 
    He swiped at Nomtoi with his gauntleted blades, everything on the periphery now a flash of action and violence. Danzen’s companions were still battling some of the dead assassins, Nomin joining them, but that was no longer his concern. All he cared about now was putting a dent in his brother’s power, bringing him down and restoring the villagers to their rightful places. 
 
    Jumping back, Nomtoi focused power into his legs and burst forward, tackling Danzen. He hopped away before Danzen could get in with his blades, the former assassin deciding on a different approach at that point. 
 
    Summoning his echo, the two blades shot back into their gauntlets, Danzen quickly withdrawing Astra. He flung the blade in his brother’s direction just to throw him off guard; Nomtoi, whose flesh seemed impenetrable, batted Danzen’s boomerang sword away.  
 
    But Danzen wasn’t convinced yet that his brother couldn’t be cut; he just wasn’t putting enough effort into it.  
 
    Inspired by this thought, he made haste in his next attack, Danzen with both hands on his blade as he advanced again. He attempted to pivot at the last moment, hoping to strike his brother in the back once he came forward to block. 
 
    Proving yet again how much stronger his brother was, Nomtoi got Danzen by the neck, his forward momentum making him actually lose Astra for a moment. His brother choke-slammed him into the ground, Danzen’s sword magically returning to his hand.  
 
    “You die now,” Nomtoi said as he began opening his mouth.  
 
    Danzen thrust his sword forward at an angle, his blade actually tearing out of the side of Nomtoi’s cheek. The shock that registered on the dozen or so eyes on Nomtoi’s long snout as he stumbled backward was something Danzen would never forget. 
 
    He had wounded the demon. 
 
    Nomtoi quickly withdrew Astra and tossed it away, the demons that had gathered all leaping for it at once. The blade magically returned to Danzen’s hand again, cutting one of the spectator demons’ hands off. 
 
    He was just stepping his leg back to come forward again when Nomtoi struck him, Danzen and his brother flying up into the air as Nomtoi delivered bone-crushing blows to the side of Danzen’s body.  
 
    Hovering, he lifted the former assassin over his head and chucked him into the demons below. 
 
    The impact rippled through Danzen’s body, the former assassin feeling for a moment as if his spine had been snapped in half. Then the spectator demons came. They began to pile on top of Danzen, pulling at his flesh, biting at his face as he tried to back them away. 
 
    Schnikt! Schnikt! 
 
    Danzen summoned his bladed gauntlets and hacked away at the hellspawns, black blood spritzing the air, splashing onto his face, getting in his eyes. A flourish of energy within him reminded Danzen that he was stronger now, that he was fighting for a reason, that his own life didn’t matter. 
 
    He jumped to his feet and threw the demons off.  
 
    Upon wiping the blood from his eyes, he saw that his brother was still floating above the fight; rather than give him an opportunity to attack Danzen from the high ground, he shot into the air, Astra going back in its scabbard, his Blade of Darkness coming into his possession. 
 
    There was no chance to summon any shadows, but he did manage to slam into his brother and bring Nomtoi down. The two caused a crater that sent demons scattering, rocks in the air, a quake that could be felt throughout the battle. Sounds all around him were a mixture now of demonic howls and the weapons of his companions. 
 
    Danzen wanted to help them, to yell for them to hang in there, but his brother wasn’t going to allow that. Nomtoi flipped Danzen over and placed both hands on his polearm, slamming the assassin repeatedly into the ground.  
 
    “You… die… now!” 
 
    His snout came close enough to Danzen’s face to allow him to headbutt Nomtoi, which had the effect he had hoped for, the demonic being shaking his head, sneezing for just a moment. 
 
    Danzen pushed him away and with both hands on the end of his glaive, he tried to hit his brother with an overhead strike. Nomtoi rolled, Danzen tried to nail him again.  
 
    His brother sprung at him with a fist that felt as if it had taken Danzen’s head off, the former assassin even feeling something crack in his neck. He went up and back, a flash of pain spiraling through his battered and bruised body. He blinked his eyes open and witnessed a solid blast of Sunyata energy, which he assumed came from Abbot Monpo.  
 
    It felt like his jaw had been dislocated. 
 
    Knowing that he didn’t need his jaw to fight, Danzen retrieved his Blade of Darkness and pressed back to his feet.  
 
    He sheathed his weapon, and went for Astra again as he located his brother and his white robes, which were now stained red. He found his brother on one knee now, catching his breath, still healing from Danzen’s sword wound. As soon as he saw that Danzen had recognized even a hint of weakness, Nomtoi threw his arm out wide, a wave of energy crashing into his brother. 
 
    The energy wave swept Danzen into the demons, taking them around with him, limbs slapping him in the face, claws scratching at his skin. 
 
    More blood. 
 
    Danzen hit the rock formation that had people hanging from the top, dislodging a few of them. As the demons spilled away, live bodies fell on top of him. 
 
    Danzen climbed to the top of the bodies and spotted his brother once again.  
 
    He took to the air, only to be whipped up into another gust of energy that caused him to slam into the rock again. The rock formation gave way, the huge stone cracking and sliding downward. Danzen scrambled to get out of its way, but was too late. 
 
    The rock crushed him, his body somewhat cushioned below by demons that were still squirming beneath him.  
 
    It was lights out for a moment, but then Danzen once again felt that flourish of energy within him. He began pushing himself away from the stack of demons, his muscles solidifying as he was finally able to press the enormous rock off his back. 
 
    Another thought came to him, something that he wouldn’t have been able to do in the real world, at least to his knowledge.  
 
    Covered in scratches and blood, Danzen reached for the solid slab of rock and slowly began to lift it, his leg muscles pulsing as he pressed it over his head, arms shaking.  
 
    With a deep breath out, he hurled the stone at his brother, Nomtoi breaking it apart with a single fist. 
 
    His brother threw his head back and roared, the demon growing in size, his veins practically popping. He dropped his arms down and a blast of energy whooshed away from him, knocking over hellspawns, the white-robed assassins, and Danzen’s companions.  
 
    A red energy began to radiate from him as large jagged spikes tore from his skin, Nomtoi hunched over now, seething, sucking in garbled breaths. 
 
    Danzen didn’t flinch. 
 
    Rather than throw himself into the air or retreat, he simply walked toward his brother, demons parting in front of him, scrambling to get away from Nomtoi, and perhaps from Danzen as they registered the intent look on his face, the energy he was putting off. 
 
    “You are weak,” Danzen told Nomtoi, the words pressing past his lips before he could properly consider their effects, nor was he quite aware that he had somehow slipped into his Demon Speak ability. He wasn’t trying to taunt his brother; he only saw the tantrum Nomtoi was throwing by not getting his way.  
 
    It was so clear to him now. 
 
    His brother was royalty in Diyu. He may have easily slain or did whatever he’d done to their siblings, but he had never faced someone like Danzen, who had a foot in both worlds, who had worked his way from the bottom to the top, who knew the strength to be found buried deep within struggle. 
 
    Whether he would ever admit it aloud or not, that’s exactly what Danzen had done. From an orphan to one of the best assassins in the kingdom to a man who would take his destiny in his own hands and sculpt it, Danzen was moving forward, even if it was late in life for him to be doing so. 
 
    “You are weak,” he said again, the words igniting a fire in his soul, a surge of adrenaline Danzen never experienced before racing through him.  
 
    There were similarities between what he was experiencing and what happened when he summoned his demons, but the difference lay in the control, the energy no longer frantic, the power entirely his to wield. 
 
    It was focused, honed, competent. 
 
    Nomtoi recognized something in Danzen, but rather than leap forward and begin to engage him again, Nomtoi took a step back. 
 
    Danzen felt even more confident now as he brought his sword to the ready.  
 
    The two brothers met in the middle, Danzen swinging a sword and Nomtoi batting it away. 
 
    His brother tried to tackle him but Danzen stepped aside this time, tripping Nomtoi up. A few of the jagged red spikes jutting out of Nomtoi’s body grazed against Danzen as he swiveled around. The former assassin kicked him away, and was just about to drive his sword forward again when the demons all around them started to scatter, howling and gasping in a way that took him by surprise. 
 
    A brightness caught his attention, and it was then that Danzen turned to see a man approaching them, seemingly descending from the sky.  
 
    The man had a long white beard and white hair but he looked young, his physique bolstered by blackened armor that radiated a slight purple like that of a remnant. 
 
    “Father,” Nomtoi said, bowing his head. 
 
    Danzen would do no such thing; he stared in defiance at the ruler of Diyu as he slowly began to point his sword at the man. 
 
    “Son,” Tengir Gantulga said, his voice calm and raspy. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Nomtoi morphed back into his human form, his robes tattered and torn, the once-vibrant fabric hanging off his form blotted with ichor. He took a knee. 
 
    Danzen did no such thing. He continued to stare defiantly at his father. The demons around them began taking knees as well, all of them bowing their heads forward even if they were injured. 
 
    “I don’t want anything to do with this,” Danzen said, his focus unwavering as he stared his father down, his violent intentions clear. “Return the villagers. I also don’t want your throne; remove me from the line of succession.” 
 
    “The villagers?” Gantulga glanced to Nomtoi, who was still bowing toward his father, his fiery red hair on display. “I see. You dare toy with the lives of mortals?” 
 
    “They are alive, Father.” 
 
    “Diyu is a place where people go after they have died, not a place they visit prematurely,” Gantulga told his son. “You brought them here for what? To draw Danzen out?” 
 
    “Yes, Father. To show you that I am stronger than him.” 
 
    “Are you? He is half-demon, yet he seemed to be on the verge of overtaking you just moments ago. You should be ashamed that you were so easily defeated.” 
 
    “The fight was not over, Father.” 
 
    “On your feet, Nomtoi. If I wanted you to bow at me, I would order you to do so. Stand, and approach.” 
 
    Nomtoi did as instructed. He stopped in front of his father, standing just three feet or so away from Danzen. Danzen could sense the sheer rage radiating from his brother as he tried to maintain his composure, Nomtoi’s fists clenched at his sides, veins pulsing. 
 
    Gantulga returned his focus to Danzen. “The villagers have been returned to their homes,” he said, his eyes starting to shine, first red and then slowly fading into orange and settling on a golden color. “Their memories have been wiped. They will assume a tornado tore through their part of the village. While I could fix their homes as well, I would prefer to let them rebuild on their own, so the memory is tied to something that is explainable. You will be granted passage back to your monastery, as well as all of your guests, human and yokai alike,” he said, looking at the people who had joined Danzen. 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “You have decided to change your path, Danzen, which I can appreciate. You have also taken your mother’s last name, which I can understand. Continue to bend your echo, and explore who you are, or more appropriately, who you would like to be. There is, however, one thing that I cannot change: you are my son, and you are next in line to my throne. What you choose to do with it at that point is entirely up to you, but unless there is outside interference,” he said, the ruler of Diyu slowly turning his head to Nomtoi, “this is the way of things. If you ever need me, just say my name.” 
 
    Gantulga, who still floated before Danzen, slowly began to turn when Nomtoi cried out to him. 
 
    “He doesn’t want it!” Nomtoi said, his voice hoarse. “He has said it himself. He doesn’t want it!” 
 
    “Diyu is not for him to want, it is for him to inherit. Once he has it, he can do with it what he pleases, including bequeathing it to his only living sibling, thanks to you. Do not torment any other mortals; that is not your role, Nomtoi. Have respect for your bloodline, for yourself, or the legacy you are writing.” 
 
    “No, no!” Nomtoi took off toward Gantulga as if he were going to jump out at him and latch onto his legs.  
 
    He was blown backward, Nomtoi cutting through the demons who were still bowing all around them, and colliding into what was left of the rock formation. 
 
    Gantulga stopped and slowly looked over his shoulder to Danzen. 
 
    “You may go, son.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen and his companions appeared at the front of his monastery, startling the two lion dogs. All who had weapons still held them at the ready, the group tattered and torn, confused. 
 
    It was morning, the sun was slowly coming up, casting brilliant pink hues atop the Asura Forest below. There was no red tint to the sky above, clear that they were in the world of the living. 
 
    Jelmay was the first to speak. 
 
    “That was…” He lowered his shoulders and dropped his sword, the pudgy bakeneko flopping onto the hillside. He lay back and stretched his arms out, Nama coming to him and nuzzling her head against his side. “Whoo! I can’t believe we got out of Diyu alive. I was so worried. Talk about a relief!” 
 
    Usagi started to say something, but Jelmay simply stuck his hand in the satchel and shoved the rabbit deeper inside. He then latched it, and patted the leather satchel with his paw. “Quiet for a moment, Usagi. Let me enjoy the fresh air. It definitely doesn’t reek of brimstone here.” 
 
    “Danzen?” Shodren came out of the monastery, the woman wearing a set of old robes that had splotches of paint across them. “Are you all right?”  
 
    She stepped over to Danzen and placed a hand on his cheek, her eyes scanning his body. Shodren noticed that his clothing was worse for wear, but he had no markings, no signs of altercation. She sighed. “You’re alive.” She then looked to the rest of them. “All of you are alive.” 
 
    Rather than say anything, Shedrup lowered his shoulders and turned toward the village. 
 
    “Wait,” she called after him, “where are you going? You should rest.” 
 
    “I need to check on the villagers,” Shedrup said, strands of his gray and brown hair batting in the wind. “I want to make sure Gantulga held up his end of the bargain.” 
 
    “Bargain? What happened?” 
 
    “Let me out of here!” Usagi shouted from inside of Danzen’s satchel. 
 
    “Long story short: we went to Diyu, fought Nomtoi and a bunch of assassins, won, then Gantulga showed up and yelled at Nomtoi for being a spoiled little brat, then restored the villagers to their lives here in the real world, and apparently sent us back free of charge,” said Jelmay. “Did I miss anything?” 
 
    “What did he say? What did Gantulga say?” Shodren asked. 
 
    Danzen hesitated for a moment. His father hadn’t said anything out of the ordinary, anything of concern really aside from scolding Nomtoi. He had mentioned, however, that Danzen would inherit the throne. 
 
    The former assassin explained this to his mother, her shaven head reminding Danzen of Nomin. The blind assassin had joined his side, and he only hoped that she wasn’t going to be punished for what she’d done. He wished now that they had just a moment longer in Diyu, that he could have said something to Nomin, that he could have thanked her. 
 
    Danzen shook his head, aware that this wouldn’t be the last time he had to deal with his brother. The man had truly revealed his character in the end, and would likely stop at nothing to prevent Danzen from taking a throne he didn’t actually want. 
 
    One of his rare smiles came across his face as he looked away from his mother and to Yama, the lion dog staring up at him.  
 
    Danzen really wanted to be left alone, but it appeared that the world was never going to stop coming for him, and all he could do now was prepare for the worst, or at the very least, the inevitable. 
 
    “We should have breakfast,” Jelmay said. “Which requires someone going out to get us food. I’m not saying that I went out last time, because I didn’t, but Pilgrim? Fox?” 
 
    Shedrup started to turn away again and Danzen called out to him. “Wait, I’ll join you.” 
 
    “At least change your robes before you go to the village,” said Shodren. Danzen glanced at his clothing to see that it was quite shredded, bloodied as well.  
 
    “I suppose you’re right; I should start there. Do you mind?” he asked Shedrup. 
 
    “I’ll wait for you,” the cultivator told him. 
 
    “What about food?” Jelmay waddled to his feet and followed Danzen inside his monastery. “After a fight like that, you’re just going to go straight to the village?” 
 
    Danzen looked up at the frescoes on the ceiling, which had mostly been restored now, demons and angels and saints and yokai all swirling together into a scene of action and triumph. 
 
    “She’s not half bad,” Jelmay said. “Better than I could have done.” 
 
    “Let me out of here!” 
 
    Jelmay opened the satchel and Usagi popped his head out. “The next time you stick me in the bag…” 
 
    “We’re back in the valley now, you can go to Osul.” 
 
    “I think I will.”  
 
    The jade rabbit hopped out of the bag and headed to the door. He passed Kudzu, who came into the monastery and gasped when she saw the ceiling. 
 
    “It’s wonderful.” 
 
    “Finally, something we can agree on,” said Jelmay.  
 
    “I believe I will come to the village with you,” Kudzu said as she continued to examine the frescoes. “I’m not quite ready to rest.” 
 
    “Come on, people,” Jelmay moaned. “Who’s going to get us breakfast?” 
 
    “We can have breakfast in the village.” This voice belonged to Shedrup, the cultivator now standing in the doorway of the monastery and admiring the newly restored images on the ceiling. 
 
    “Did someone say Sarnai’s home? Because if that’s the case…” Jelmay caught a look from Kudzu. “What? We have to check on Khamdo anyway.” 
 
    “You change first, Pilgrim,” she told Danzen. “I’ll go after you.” 
 
    Danzen stepped into his bedroom and found that it had been freshened up, his bed made, everything clean and dusted.  
 
    He removed his gauntlets and looked down at his arms, noticing the indentation that they left on his flesh. For a moment he thought of leaving them there on his weapons rack, but the sad truth was that he had to always be prepared for anything now. 
 
    He kept them off for a moment as he changed into a fresh set of robes and hung his armor from the corner of the weapon rack, next to his sugawara helmet. He was quite certain that his robes were unsalvageable, but he intended to try anyway. He would first wash them in the mountain stream behind his home, and then stitch up any of the slash marks. No sense in throwing the robes away. 
 
    After his gauntlets were back on his arms, he joined his companions in the main room of the monastery, allowing Kudzu to change. Abbot Monpo and Eva Yin were still outside with Shodren, and once Danzen stepped out, the Abbot came to him. 
 
    “I will return to my shrine now,” the white-haired man said. “It is clear to me that you are going to have to grow far stronger than one would normally attempt in the time you have been given. But I believe it is possible. You did very well against your brother, and you should keep the necklace I gave you. As I was telling Eva, I will stop by Dalan’s hermitage on my way to the shrine to let him know that we made it back safely. Visit me soon, and we will discuss strategies.” 
 
    “Thank you for coming.” 
 
    The Abbot bowed to Danzen and turned to the mountains. 
 
    “Since I’m going to the village, is there anything that you need?” Danzen asked his mother. 
 
    “I’ve got most of the paint I need, but we could use some basic food supplies.” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to grab some. There’s another thing I wanted to talk to you about,” he said as he walked a few paces away from the entrance to the monastery, leaving Eva Yin by herself for a moment. 
 
    Danzen turned to his mother. “I had a dream about restoring Sunyata. At first, I didn’t remember it, but then it came back to me. Am I crazy? Is this even a possibility?” 
 
    A soft smile came across his mother’s face. “You know, if we are being honest, I didn’t think you were ready back at the nunnery, but now, seeing what you have done, that you have survived, I believe you are. I believe that we could rebuild Sunyata together, son,” she said. “It is something I started to believe a few decades ago, that it was possible to rebuild. Abbot Monpo believes it is a possibility as well,” she said, turning in the direction of the leader of the fox shrine, who had nearly reached the start of the mountains. “We briefly spoke of it before your journey.” 
 
    “Then I suppose it is something we should continue to discuss,” Danzen finally said. “I will have to grow stronger.” 
 
    “You will, but it is possible. All things are possible if you continue to bend your echo.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. Kudzu stepped out of the monastery in her green robes, her white hair a slight mess as always. She was joined by Jelmay, who had taken the form of a human, this time going for Dalan the hermit. 
 
    “Do you mind telling me why you have taken my brother’s form?” Eva Yin asked, her eyes narrowing on the bakeneko. 
 
    “Simple. I don’t want to be asked to help out around the village, and your brother’s too frail to help,” Jelmay told her as he tapped the side of his head. “I assume we are going there to help rebuild, right? No thank you.” 
 
    Rather than say anything, Eva Yin turned toward the village, Shedrup joining her. Danzen, Kudzu, and Jelmay followed behind them, the fox woman scolding Jelmay for being so lazy. Once they reached the bottom of the hill, Danzen turned to look up at his mother, who waved at the group. 
 
    The five started toward Suja Village, Danzen at once familiar with the path, glad to be home. It seemed like Shedrup was going to accept him for the time being, and while he could tell Eva Yin was exhausted, she would soon be able to rest. 
 
    The day had started to warm, monsoon season close to being over. The trees seemed to stretch toward the heavens, basking in the morning light, and there was a vibrant greenness to everything that made Danzen feel truly alive. 
 
    He didn’t see the three-legged raven lift from its perch on a mangled branch high above them. The raven rose into the air and followed them until they reached the outskirts of the village, where it turned back toward the Panchen Mountains. 
 
    The three-legged raven reached Danzen’s monastery and circled once. It slowly lowered toward the single figure still standing near its entrance. 
 
    Shodren lifted her hand, the raven landing on her finger. 
 
    “You have done well,” she told the raven, which tilted its head as it looked at her. “It begins soon.” 
 
      
 
    The end 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Back of the book. 
 
      
 
    If you haven’t already taken a moment to do so, please review Pilgrim 2. As soon as we reach 100 reviews, I’ll start work on the third. I originally planned for three Pilgrim books, but it is such a pleasure to write that I’d like to go beyond that. 
 
    Your reviews matter, especially the reviews of the first book, but the second one as well. So please take a moment to do that. Thanks! 
 
    To learn more about yokai, visit yokai.com. The author who runs this page also draws the yokai and has published several books, which I’ve used for research for Pilgrim. 
 
    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 
 
    

  

 
   
    Other Books by Harmon Cooper 
 
    I have written over fifty books. Here are some of the highlights! 
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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 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    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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