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    Part One 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shadow cover from the canopy above made Danzen Ravja’s Blade of Darkness stronger than ever, and the reach that the polearm gave him would come in handy with what he had been tasked to do next.  
 
    It was time to slay the demon bear.  
 
    Somehow, he had been convinced to perform a task for Usagi, the jade rabbit often at odds with Danzen and his companions. Jelmay was off to his right, a shield on his back and a sword at his side, the pudgy bakeneko’s cat ears flitted back. Kudzu was at the back of the group in her white fox form, treading cautiously. It had been hours since they’d seen any signs of life, and if they didn’t find what they were looking for soon, Danzen and his yokai companions would need to rest for the night.  
 
    Jelmay’s stomach continued to grumble, which finally sparked Kudzu’s ire. “You’re going to give us away. Tell your stomach to stop.” 
 
    “Tell it to stop? If the onikuma wanted to, it would have attacked us by now. Besides, I’m getting hungry, hungry and angry, I’m sure there’s a word for that. It has been, what, four hours since we last ate? Four and a half? Far too long. Right, Pilgrim? Where is this demon bear anyway?” 
 
    Danzen paused. Sensing movement ahead, he brought his glaive to the ready and lowered it once he saw a deer tear off deeper into the forest. Pillars of glowing yellow added a spattering of spotlights to the Asura Forest floor, the leaves glistening wet as he took another careful step forward. 
 
    “By Sunyata, there is more to this world than finding your next meal. And if you really are so hungry, why don’t you chase that deer?” Kudzu asked the bakeneko. 
 
    “You are way better at chasing deer than I am.” Jelmay stopped, his whiskers drooping as he turned to the white fox. “We might as well just figure out where we are going to rest for the night, and agree to send our favorite assassin here to fetch us some food. Although, we don’t have a fire…” He squinted up through the canopy. “Perhaps we can find a way to get a fire going.” 
 
    “The ground is wet.” 
 
    “What can I say? Monsoon season decided to stick around for another day. Still, there’s always something to munch on besides fruits and vegetables. You don’t mind eating raw meat, do you, Pilgrim?” 
 
    “You two can eat,” said the former assassin, not quite ready to be done with the hunt.  
 
    It had been a week since their return from Diyu, where Danzen and his companions had been forced to face off against his brother, Nomtoi, as well as a group of dead assassins that Danzen had personally killed. This included Nomin, the blind assassin; Biren Yeshe, his former teacher and the man who had put the first contract out on Danzen; Norwin Dawa, the assassin who had exploited remnants to give him the power to fight with arm bindings; Thane, another one of his teachers, who fought with the gauntleted blades Danzen now wore; and a few other Diyu Brotherhood recruits whom Danzen had slain. 
 
    It had been a rough battle. 
 
    But his companions had made things better, Danzen still surprised to have been joined by Eva Yin, the echo-powered madam from Chutham who ran all the pleasure houses in Genshin Valley; Shedrup, the former town drunk and Stone Divinator; and Abbot Monpo, the abbot of the fox shrine where Danzen had first learned to bend his echo.  
 
    Somehow, they had all survived the harrowing experience. 
 
    Thus far, Nomtoi hadn’t shown up again in his life, nor had the Suja Villagers faced any new enemies. But Danzen was well aware that his demon half-brother would appear sooner or later, that his jealousy for the way their father had treated him, how Tengir Gantulga had scolded Nomtoi in front of everyone, would inspire him to dig in even deeper. After all, Danzen was next in line to the throne of hell itself, and if something happened to his father, he would become the ruler of Diyu. Danzen wanted none of that, and he had absolutely no desire to rule Diyu. But he knew this wouldn’t stop Nomtoi. 
 
    Nothing would. 
 
    “We’ll find a place to sleep, don’t you worry,” Jelmay told Kudzu, the two still bickering as they advanced deeper into the forest. “Besides, it beats where you’ve been sleeping lately, doesn’t it? How’s outside treating you?” 
 
    “Watch it.” 
 
    “What? Pilgrim’s mother has taken over the monastery, and you don’t want to sleep there, admit that. And trust me, I get it. Who could blame you? I offered you space on my floor, but you’re too stubborn for something like that.” 
 
    “I don’t want to sleep on your floor, and I don’t want to get in Shodren’s way,” said Kudzu, referring to Danzen’s mother, the nun having shown up just before they left for Diyu a week ago. Shodren had been a gracious guest so far, and she had been kind to Kudzu every time she came around, but the white fox didn’t trust her, and had started vacating the premises every night. 
 
    It was customary for Danzen to offer his bedroom to his mother considering he didn’t have another place for her to rest, which she’d taken after some debate. Danzen himself had resorted to sleeping in the monastery beneath the frescoes, the door opened to invite any breeze he could into the space. Sometimes he ended up moving outside, the coming summer heat ever present, pushing toward oppressive.  
 
    “How are you going to get in her way?” Jelmay asked. “She’s an old nun; she’s used to living around women. You’re a woman, and all I’ve seen Mother Pilgrim do is cook, work on the fresco, and wash Danzen’s clothing. How does it feel to have a mommy around, anyway, Pilgrim? I wish my mother were alive to show up randomly and start taking care of me. It would make my life so much easier.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t answer. 
 
    “You know, Kudzu, you should take a page out of Pilgrim’s book and be more agreeable. You see how he acts? It’s like he was raised as an oppressed orphan and forced not to speak out of turn, and along the way, he learned that there is true strength in being silent.” 
 
    “I should learn?” Kudzu asked, growing annoyed. “You should learn. You are the one that is always talking.” 
 
    “Quiet,” Danzen told the two as something reached his ears.  
 
    He focused on the forest in front of him as he slowly dipped into position, sensing something moving in their direction. Danzen leaped to the side as an enormous yokai tore out of the dense foliage, one twice his height, snarling, frothy spit flying out of the bear’s mouth as it tried to swipe its enormous front paw at the former assassin. The onikuma, also known as a demon bear, was one of the bigger yokai Danzen had encountered. It was nearly twice as large as him, its coat thick, and its fangs nearly the size of throwing daggers. 
 
    Danzen tried to keep distance between himself and the demon bear with his glaive, but every time he sent it forward, the bear swatted it away. The onikuma roared, the trees trembling, limbs seemingly pressing away from the gargantuan yokai. It landed on the ground and the forest floor shook, Danzen just about to send an arc of shadow forward when he slipped on a patch of wet leaves. The former assassin went tumbling down a short hill and cracked into the trunk of a tree, shadows at the tip of his blade trailing after him, Danzen surprised he hadn’t cut himself. 
 
    Of all the things, he didn’t want to cut himself.  
 
    Not now, not until he got better control over his echo. That had been something he had been working on over the last week, more bending, cultivating what was left of Sunyata within him with the hope that he would one day have full control over his demons. He’d almost done it once in his fight against Soko back at the festival grounds, his former lover maliciously drawing blood almost in spite, almost as a challenge, almost as a way to mock him. 
 
    But now wasn’t the time to experiment, and as the onikuma charged toward him gnashing its teeth, now wasn’t the time to reflect on the past. 
 
    The demon bear leapt, and as it did Danzen pressed the end of his glaive under his arm, using the tree trunk for support, the tip of his weapon followed by an arc of shadow that tore through the yokai’s chest and hit its chest plate. As soon as it pressed into the onikuma’s flesh, Danzen exploded forward, his muscles tensing as he drove the demon bear back. Its skin and fur incredibly thick, Danzen wasn’t able to disrupt any of the bear’s internal organs as he had planned, but at least he had wounded it. 
 
    “Kill it dead!” Jelmay shouted as he came in from the side with his sword and shield drawn, Kudzu keeping back and barking at the bear, trying to distract the onikuma.  
 
    The bakeneko reached the bear and was subsequently swept away by its enormous paw. With a sickening impact, Jelmay struck a tree and looked to be out cold, just as Danzen’s boomerang sword grazed the side of the bear’s neck. Astra returned to his hand, and he quickly realized he was going to have to rely solely on his Blade of Darkness if he ever hoped to do any damage.  
 
    Gathering up as much shadow as he could, Danzen charged forward and thrust his blade out, the onikuma just getting back to its feet, now distracted by Kudzu’s yips.  
 
    Danzen’s last attack managed to pierce the demon bear’s stomach, and he was finally able to get through to its innards, the demon bear suddenly choked up with pain. The onikuma tried to swat at him, but the wound caused it to spill forward. It rolled over a mangled root jutting out of the forest floor roaring in agony. 
 
    Danzen’s next strike ended the onikuma’s life.  
 
    His arm still tensing, he crouched a few feet away from the beast, the creature staring at him with angry eyes as the life left its body. Kudzu approached and sat next to Danzen, a glimmer of light radiating off her white coat as he caught his breath. “I think we can get back to Osul if we leave now,” she said, referring to the yokai village where Usagi the rabbit lived. 
 
    “Arggh…” Jelmay got to his feet. He approached the demon bear and kicked it. “Damn you to Diyu!” 
 
    “Look how tough you are,” Kudzu said, a grin taking shape on her face. 
 
    “We’re not leaving until I take what’s rightfully mine,” said the bakeneko. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you plan to eat that thing.” 
 
    “No, although… that would be quite the meal, and I am hungry.” Jelmay licked his lips as he looked the mound of bear over. “No, no time for that. But I do want some of its hide. A souvenir. It will be useful in winter, and it would make a perfect little hood.” 
 
    “You must be joking.” 
 
    “Why would I joke about something serious like this?”  
 
    “You really are mental, you know that?” 
 
    Jelmay sized up the onikuma, and decided where he would make his incision. “This won’t take me very long, and don’t worry, fox, I know a shortcut back to Osul. We have plenty of time to check in with Usagi, and get back to the monastery before the moon is up. Trust me.” He wiped the outer side of his paw against his forehead and looked at Danzen. “Have I let you down before?” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen, Kudzu, and Jelmay stopped by a stream along the way back to the village of Osul, where the bakeneko washed the hide he had stripped from the demon bear, which included the top portion of the bear’s head for him to use as a hood. As Jelmay dried what he could of the hide in a patch of sun, Danzen ended up catching several fish with his boomerang sword, which he strung from a rope of leather he had procured from a satchel. A good future meal. 
 
    “You are seriously going to wear that?” Kudzu asked once Jelmay had fixed the bear hide in place over his head, the top of the bear’s jaw casting a shadow over his eyes. 
 
    “Looks good, doesn’t it?” He turned, giving her a side profile. “Sort of a cloak, sort of a hood, one hundred percent intimidating. It’s a little warm out for it, but I’ve always been one to make sacrifices for fashion.” 
 
    Kudzu laughed. “It’s almost summer, and you’re wearing bear fur. And you didn’t kill that thing. Usually, people who wear things like that are bragging about their kill. If I recall correctly, you were hiding near a tree when Pilgrim killed it.” 
 
    “Pilgrim kills it, I kill it; you kill it, I kill it—it all has blended together by this point, don’t you think?” he asked her with a toothy smile. Jelmay licked his lips as he looked at the string of fish Danzen now carried. “I don’t know if you two are as hungry as I am, but I am going to preemptively claim three of those fish.” 
 
    “But there are only four fish, plus we need to have some available for Kikikaki,” said Kudzu, referring to her friend, the fluffy white yokai who lived in Osul along with her son. 
 
    “Let’s cut the middle-yokai out. What do you say, Pilgrim?” Jelmay asked.  
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “See? He’s with me.” 
 
    The former assassin had been distracted when Jelmay spoke to him, his thoughts oscillating between various ideas that had been pitched to him regarding his plans for the next several weeks. There was always the option, as Abbot Monpo had suggested, of visiting more shrines and absorbing some power from their remnants, and potentially collecting them. His mother, Shodren, seemed to agree somewhat with this as well, and he was certain that it had to do with her desire to rebuild heaven, if that were even possible.  
 
    Jelmay had suggested ingesting another remnant, as Danzen had done after his half-brother attacked him in the streets of Suja Village, but this was something that he had no intention of doing. He was currently a Crystal Mancer, which meant that Danzen at the Mancer tier, his subranking Crystal. Even if he was able to move up a subranking, perhaps to Diamond or Golden, it wouldn’t be worth the anguish he experienced in abusing the remnant. 
 
    No, Danzen planned to do things the hard way, focusing on his echo as much as he could through his extended morning practice, and getting tested every so often to see if he had progressed. 
 
    Yet another option aside from visiting shrines came from the bakeneko, Jelmay suggesting that they head to higher ground for the summer, toward Odval and Bahlingar from there, which was on the way to Danzen’s mother’s nunnery. According to her, there were yokai in the region, which neither Kudzu nor Jelmay could confirm. 
 
    Complicating things even further was the contract put out on his head, one put forth by a teenager named Sumi, who had seemingly kickstarted Danzen’s exodus from his former world. He also knew that his former teacher Thane had several students who would want to avenge his death. Then there was Soko the female assassin, who could attack him at any time. If he didn’t want to get involved in any family drama closer to Diyu, or head to a higher altitude for the summer, Danzen would be a stationary target in Genshin Valley, which would eventually lead to other complications. 
 
    All of his options seemed as if they were double-edged swords at the moment. 
 
    “We’re almost there. Not much longer now,” Jelmay said as they came to a section of the woods thick with bramble, Danzen noticing that a few of the branches had thorns on them. He rolled the sleeves of his robe up and flourished his echo, triggering his gauntleted blades. 
 
    Schnickt! Schnickt! 
 
    He carefully began clearing the path. 
 
    “Your shortcut isn’t worth the trouble of clearing half the forest,” Kudzu said as she ducked low, crawling beneath some of the thorny vines. 
 
    “Trust me, it’s going to shave two hours off our time,” Jelmay said, his sword in his hand as he sliced his way forward. “At least two hours. Is it the beaten path? No, but can we beat our own path? We sure can. I live for moments like this. Just picture it: the legendary former assassin, the white fox, and the brave bakeneko cutting their way through the Asura Forest,” he said as he hacked away. “I can hear the bards now. May the bards of the Kishu Kingdom sing our glories for eons to follow, and may their songs lay the foundation for Sunyata’s rebirth.” 
 
    Kudzu, who was having a much easier time moving through the forest, made a noise with her throat at Jelmay’s statement. “So you’re saying the songs sung about us will be strong enough to rebuild heaven? Is that what you’re claiming now?” 
 
    “Sure am,” Jelmay said, cutting off another branch, his face obscured by the bear’s hide. “The demon bear slain by the former assassin, the white fox, and the brave bakeneko. Has a ring to it, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “You are so full of yourself.” 
 
    “Who else is there to be full of?” 
 
    They reached a more walkable section of the forest, Danzen noticing enormous spiderwebs wrapping the trees as if they were in the process of mummification. Her ears suddenly alert, Kudzu moved forward even faster, telling Danzen to stay close and to keep his blades out. But they never came across an arachnid yokai even as the forest grew darker, Danzen truly lost by this point. This could be remedied by jumping above the canopy, but he preferred to let the yokai figure out where they were. One of them was bound to know. 
 
    Jelmay’s mention of rebuilding Sunyata caused Danzen to start thinking again. Was it even possible? Was it something he should even consider? There were many problems with the world Danzen found himself in, typical human problems like greed, poverty, and war, but also problems based on supernatural things, like certain yokai, the demons of Diyu and what they brought to the table.  
 
    There was no balance.  
 
    Without Sunyata, without heaven, there was only purgatory and hell, and even if Diyu mirrored his world, looking the same aside from its stained crimson sky, the entire picture was missing something. What if Danzen collected enough remnants to rebuild it, to spark a new heaven? Could something like that even work? 
 
    It was something he had been meaning to speak to his mother about. She mentioned that he was ready, but she never went into heavy detail of what exactly he was ready for. Her presence at his monastery was by no means intrusive, she hadn’t done anything yet to indicate to him she wanted something from him, but he did get a sense that Shodren had her secrets, as everyone did. What were her secrets? What did she truly want by visiting him? What did she think he was ready for? 
 
    It was time.  
 
    Danzen had mostly kept to himself since her arrival, never going too deeply into what he was thinking or feeling. It was time to change that; it was time to understand Shodren’s true intentions for journeying all the way to Genshin Valley, to his home. 
 
    “Just a few more hours…” Jelmay said after they had walked for thirty minutes. 
 
    “You said two hours a while back,” Kudzu reminded him. 
 
    “I got lost, I’ll admit it, but I’m back on track now and with the demon bear as my guide,” he said as he tapped his paw against the hide, “we’ll reach Osul with plenty of time to get back to the monastery and eat those fish. I can’t wait for the look on Usagi’s face when he sees how easily we handled that onikuma. He’s going to be so jealous of my little cloak here, or is it a cape? What should I call this thing? Usagi thought that it was going to be difficult for us, that we wouldn’t be able to do it in a day’s time. We sure proved him wrong. Get ready for one happy little jade rabbit.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Usagi was anything but happy upon seeing the three of them, his whiskers flaring out, and his eyes filling with rage at the sight of the onikuma hide. 
 
    “You… You weren’t supposed to kill her!” 
 
    “Not supposed to kill her?” Jelmay asked the small rabbit. Jelmay crossed his paws over his chest, which had the effect of lifting his bear cloak, and sending its snout forward, the teeth far over his eyes now. “You said you wanted us to handle it.” 
 
    “I just wanted her to stop attacking yokai that passed through the area. You were supposed to have a conversation with her, you fool!” 
 
    “Fool? I’m not the fool!” 
 
    “And why are you wearing her hide? How vile could one bakeneko get? She was a friend of mine!” Usagi’s foot started to tap rapidly against the ground. “I knew I shouldn’t have trusted you with the task. And how simple of a task! All I asked, all I asked was for you to handle it, so she would stop attacking friendly yokai. To see what was wrong with her, something to that effect. Maybe she just needed a good snack.” 
 
    “Gee, Usagi, perhaps you could have been a little clearer in your instructions. Do you see what I’m working with here?” Jelmay asked, motioning toward Danzen. “Let’s count his blades: one, two, three, and then there are two more in his gauntlets, which makes four and five. He probably has one hidden somewhere that I don’t know about. My point is: he’s an assassin. Yes, Pilgrim, I know that you’re trying to turn a new leaf, rebuild your life as an ascetic, become a good boy, but you interpreted what he said the same way I did, right?” Jelmay looked at the white fox. “Kudzu? Anyone?” 
 
    “I don’t often agree with Jelmay, but he’s right, Usagi. You told us to ‘handle it.’ Regardless of his little diatribe on who Pilgrim used to be, we handled it. That’s how we handle things,” Kudzu told him. “It was a demon bear. A demon bear, I might add, that was trying to kill us.” 
 
    Usagi ground his teeth for a moment, unable to stop twitching his head. “You can’t just go around killing everything that gets in your way!” 
 
    “You had us kill something last time,” Jelmay said. “What was it? A hihi? That was it. You said ‘handle the hihi’ and we handled it.” 
 
    “I said kill the hihi!” 
 
    “We did kill it!” 
 
    “Usagi,” Kudzu said as she stepped forward, her tone of voice wavering between reason and agitation, “you weren’t clear with us what you wanted. Last time you had us do something like this, you wanted us to kill the yokai.” 
 
    “That’s not true! Last time, I had you and Danzen bring me the shears of a hasamidachi.” 
 
    “Monobake?” Jelmay asked. “Don’t get me started on that useless yokai.” 
 
    “I… I’ll get you started on him! We’re friends again, and as soon as I tell him that you killed her, he will do something about it!” 
 
    “Monobake? Friends again? You are as delusional as Pilgrim’s loser demon half-brother,” Jelmay said. “And as for Monobake, that shear-headed imbecile is utterly useless. The only way Monobake could even do any damage is if he charged headfirst into someone. And that’s why I have a shield. He’ll charge into my shield, and I will stab him in the throat with my sword. You know what? I won’t even do that. I’ll just have Pilgrim kill him. Won’t you, Pilgrim?” 
 
    Danzen cleared his throat. The three yokai turned to him, a pleading look in Kudzu’s eyes. “We misinterpreted what you told us, Usagi. For that, we apologize,” he finally said. 
 
    “You… apologize? You killed one of the only onikuma in the valley! There aren’t many! In fact, not only did you kill one, but you killed a female, which means that you killed all her little cub offspring as well, and if you count the generations upon generations that she could have birthed…” Usagi shook his head with disappointment. “You practically killed an entire family line of demon bears. You should be ashamed of yourself. All of you. All of you are despicable.” 
 
    “If she wasn’t violent, why would she be known as a demon bear?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “Because that’s what humans called her. I don’t come up with names, and I certainly didn’t send you to kill her.” 
 
    “We did what you told us to do,” Jelmay said as he withdrew his sword. 
 
    “Oh, so you’re going to stab me now?” 
 
    “I’m hungry, and you are a little rabbit. I can eat you in three bites, tops. Maybe four because you’ve gained some weight.” 
 
    “Weight? I haven’t gained any weight. I’ve maintained the same weight for the last quarter-century…” Usagi said, huffing. 
 
    “I didn’t want to be the one to tell you, considering we are friends—” 
 
    “—We aren’t friends!” 
 
    “In that case, I’m just pointing out the obvious,” Jelmay told him with a shrug. “You have become a fat rabbit in your middle age.” 
 
    “Out! Get out of the village! You have dishonored all yokai in your actions, and I… I don’t want to see or hear from you again!” 
 
    “Fine by us,” Kudzu said she turned away from the jade rabbit. “And we’re even now. Don’t come around asking us for anything.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t ask you for anything even if my life depended on it!” 
 
    Kudzu stopped, the white fox’s tail lifting ever so slightly as she turned back to Usagi. 
 
    “Did I strike a nerve?” he asked with a snarl. 
 
    “I think I could finish him in two bites.” She stepped toward him again, licking her lips as she narrowed her eyes on the jade rabbit. “Two bites.” 
 
    “Just two?” Jelmay asked as he joined her. “I think I could do it in one. I might choke to death, but it would be worth it. A little bit gruesome, I know, but that’s where I am at the moment.” 
 
    “Don’t… don’t you threaten me!” 
 
    “I think it’s best if we all leave,” said Danzen, the former assassin figuring if Kudzu wasn’t going to be the voice of reason, that he would need to take up that mantle. 
 
    “That’s right… get out of here! We don’t want you here!” Usagi shouted. 
 
    Kudzu snapped her jaw in his direction and the jade rabbit hopped backward, causing Jelmay to laugh.  
 
    “Not so tough now, are you?” the bakeneko asked.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen and his companions left the yokai village of Osul without coming to a resolution with Usagi. They had about an hour of sun left, which meant they would have to move quickly to get through the forest before night came.  
 
    “Since you don’t seem to care about what we may encounter once it gets dark, what if we went ahead?” Kudzu asked Jelmay. 
 
    He snorted, a frown taking shape on his face, the bear hide still over his head. “Fine by me. I can navigate this forest on my own. I’m sorry, I’m just at a loss for words at the moment. I can’t believe stupid Usagi yelled at us like that. The ungrateful little monster.” 
 
    “I’ve already forgotten about it,” Kudzu said. “I’m sure he’ll come around next time we end up visiting.” 
 
    “You don’t know Usagi very well. He holds grudges. Next time we come around, he may try to fight us.” 
 
    “And we should worry about that?” 
 
    Jelmay shrugged. “He’s not as weak as he looks, and he knows a lot of dangerous yokai. Anyway, run ahead. I’ll take my time and eat something once I get home. On second thought…” Jelmay turned to Danzen. “Maybe just one fish?” 
 
    Danzen removed one of the fish from the leather string flung over his shoulder. He handed it to the bakeneko, who dug in. 
 
    “Don’t watch me,” Jelmay said with his mouth full, a hunk of fish flesh flying onto the forest floor. “When I am hungry, I eat faster than normal.” 
 
    “No, that’s about your normal speed,” said Kudzu. She tilted her chin toward the forest. “Let’s go.” 
 
    The fox picked up her pace, and Danzen moved to keep up with her, eventually jumping into the air, and from there to the limb of a large tree, the former assassin above the canopy for a moment. It felt good to use his power in this way; he didn’t know if it had something to do with bending his echo, but he felt stronger, as if he had more stamina and could go for longer at this pace. 
 
    He dropped back down to the forest floor, landing a few feet ahead of Kudzu. 
 
    Danzen was glad that they could be alone together, Jelmay always the center of attention when he was around. With just the two of them they could enjoy each other’s silence, the former assassin sometimes lost in his thoughts, other times simply focused on existing, Kudzu only speaking when spoken to. 
 
    It was what he preferred. 
 
    Every now and then, Danzen moved back to the top of the canopy, feeling the wind in his face and enjoying the view of the valley, Suja Village in the distance, Chutham beyond that. He remembered his first yokai encounter along that very road, and how much things had changed since.  
 
    It really had been an incredible journey. 
 
    Kudzu reached the exit of the forest before Danzen, the white fox waiting for him as he finally caught up with her. She sat on her haunches breathing heavily, a spark to the way she smiled upon seeing him. 
 
    “I thought you would never catch up,” she finally said. 
 
    They made their way up the hill to his monastery, where they found Danzen’s mother seated out front, Shodren in a meditative pose on her knees, head bowed. The woman, who had recently shaved her head again, slowly opened her eyes and smiled warmly at the two of them. “I was wondering if you would come back tonight.” 
 
    Danzen showed her the string of fish. “I can cook them.” 
 
    “No, you’ve been traveling all day. Let me. You and Kudzu relax out here. A breeze just picked up not too long ago, and it has really cooled the place down. Enjoy it.” 
 
    Danzen entered his monastery to deal with his weapons. He placed his glaive on the weapons’ rack, as well as the two gauntleted blades. Astra stayed at his side as he returned to the front of his monastery, where Kudzu now rested, looking out over the valley. Nama and Yama, the two stone lion dogs, had joined her, and as Danzen approached they both turned to him. He placed his hands on their heads and sat between the two yokai. 
 
    “All that work,” Kudzu lamented, “just for Usagi to yell at us.” When Danzen didn’t say anything, she continued: “What else were we supposed to do? He said handle the onikuma, and that’s exactly what we did. I don’t know about you, but I’m glad that we don’t have to deal with him anymore. One difficult yokai is enough.” 
 
    This caused Danzen to smirk. She wasn’t wrong. 
 
    “I’ll be heading out soon, but I’ll meet you in the morning,” she said, which was the same thing she had been telling him every night since his mother moved in. 
 
    “You should stay for food.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “You really can stay, you know,” he said, which was the same thing he had been telling her each time she left. 
 
    “No, the monastery isn’t that large, and I don’t want to get in the way.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t reply. He had told her multiple times that she never got in the way, but she always came back with some other excuse as to why she needed to leave for the night. He didn’t know how much longer his mother would stay, and she hadn’t mentioned a timeline or anything, but he hoped it wouldn’t be too long. He didn’t like Kudzu leaving every night, and even though he hadn’t said anything to her about it, he worried a little bit. 
 
    Where did she go? Was she safe? 
 
    “Have you thought more about what we’re going to do here over the summer?” Kudzu asked after a long spell of silence. 
 
    “No, but maybe a change of scenery would be nice. What do you think?” 
 
    “Back to the west?” Her eyes lit up at the mention of this, Danzen slowly nodding. 
 
    “And from there, to the north. It would do us good to get out for a while, and I have some other things I need to finish up,” he said, thinking of Sumi, Soko, and Thane’s three student assassins. It was inevitable; Danzen would come to a head with those who wanted him dead sooner rather than later. He preferred it happen as far away from the valley as possible. 
 
    “Well, you know me,” Kudzu said, “I’m ready to leave when you are.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The morning came, a thick mist settling over the valley as it began to warm up. Danzen was on his back, his head propped up by his leather satchel. He was resting on the hill outside of his monastery, his hand on the grip of his famed blade, Yama on the ground not far from him. Nama was around as well, but the female lion dog had already taken her pedestal, Danzen starting to notice that she was more alert than her male counterpart. 
 
    Yama looked up at him and Danzen offered the yokai a jilted smile. “Morning.”  
 
    The lion dog yawned, his stone tongue stretching out of his mouth as he turned the other way. 
 
    “I should have slept out here.” Shodren stepped out of the monastery with a ceramic mug of tea in her hands. The sleeves of her lightly colored robe hung down past her wrists. There was something uniform and crisp about the way she was dressed that was slowly passing on to Danzen’s clothing due to Shodren’s insistence on handling his robes.  
 
    “It wasn’t a bad sleep.” 
 
    “The inside of the monastery smells like paint and fried fish.” 
 
    “I noticed.” 
 
    “Would you like something to drink?” 
 
    “I can bring water up.” Danzen went to the well at the back of his monastery and returned with a pail of water, which he brought inside. He went for another pail, deposited it in a giant pot in the kitchen, and then rejoined his mother. 
 
    “You never told me what happened yesterday in the Asura Forest.” 
 
    “It’s a long story.” 
 
    “You happen to have any other plans today that would prevent you from telling me?” she asked. “I’m interested, you know. I find the things that you get into with your two yokai friends to be fascinating. A little odd, I suppose, but that’s yokai for you.” 
 
    “I need to go west, and maybe north from there.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Soon.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Danzen turned to her. “I’ve been wanting to ask you something.” 
 
    “Then ask,” she said in a kind way. “I’m your mother; you can ask me anything you’d like.” 
 
    “What did you mean when you said that I was ready? Does this have something to do with rebuilding Sunyata? And why exactly have you come here?”  
 
    He didn’t mean for the third question to sound as harsh as it did, and luckily, his mother didn’t take it that way. Shodren gazed out at Genshin Valley for a moment, at its gray mist sitting over the green of the forest canopy, a light-blue sky overhead, a splattering of birdsong filling the airspace, tranquil from a distance. 
 
    “I’m afraid what I may say next might be a little forthright, but you have asked me questions and I intend to be transparent. I’ll start with your last question. I have come here to be part of your life, not forever, but during this transformative time. You would consider it that, wouldn’t you? Look at how far you have traveled over the last few years, and how much you have changed. When you came to our monastery, I didn’t know where you were going to go next in terms of your spiritual progression. I had a hunch that things may have changed after your incredibly gruesome fight with Nomin, but it was only a hunch. Such a tragedy that was.” 
 
    Danzen nodded in agreement. He thought about their fight in the courtyard every time he placed his hand on Nomin’s basket-hilted short sword, which was a weapon he hadn’t spent enough time with. Thinking of it now made him want to bend his echo using her blade, which he intended to do after his discussion with his mother, and hopefully before Kudzu arrived. 
 
    “And I was right in that regard, that you would continue to progress after our first meeting. You have truly begun your spiritual journey, and as I have already hinted at, I believe that there is a way for us to rebuild Sunyata. But you will need to grow stronger to do so. It won’t be long before you have increased your subranking, and from there your tier. You may have already done it; I don’t mean to intrude, but I’ve been watching you bend your echo, and I believe you really are going to advance rapidly.”  
 
    She waited for Danzen to respond, and when he didn’t, she continued. “I guess that answers your last question, as to why I am here. I sensed that not only could we grow closer, but that you could be affected in a good way to some degree due to my presence. And if you want to know my opinion regarding how you should continue to grow your power, to continue your practice, I’ve already told it to you: it would be best for you to visit monasteries across the kingdom and absorb power from their remnants, even if you have to do an odd task or two for whoever is caretaking the place. This can also lead into your second question, about rebuilding Sunyata, and how it could possibly be rebuilt.” 
 
    “I was planning to visit some other monasteries, which is another reason I would like to head west.” 
 
    “Another reason? What was the first reason?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t have the chance to tell his mother that he still had assassin business he needed to attend to. He spotted Khamdo at the bottom of the hill, the carpenter riding his donkey, his counterpart, Temur, not with him this morning. The fact that he was riding it told Danzen that something was wrong. Generally, the carpenter walked alongside the mule, using it as a pack animal. 
 
    “It seems we will have to continue this conversation later,” Shodren said. 
 
    Danzen stepped away from his mother and took a look around, hoping to see the white fox. He recalled something she had shown him when they had first met, a way to call her to him by humming her name. She was generally around, so it wasn’t something he had to utilize. But now he had a feeling he needed her. 
 
    Standing away from his mother now, Danzen cleared his throat and gave it a try. “Mmmuuuddzuuuu…” he hummed. It felt alien to do this, but about the time that Khamdo reached the top of the hill, Danzen saw the white fox moving quickly in his direction. 
 
    “Pilgrim…” Khamdo said, his eyes wider than normal, his donkey snorting. “There has been an incident.” 
 
    “What kind of incident?” 
 
    “An incident at Pancha’s home.” 
 
    “Enkhmaa?” Danzen asked, his heart rising in his chest as he thought of the youth in her yellow robes, the same girl he had once saved from a terrible faceless yokai known as a mu-onna. 
 
    “No, thankfully, no. His granddaughter is fine. Pancha and his wife, Suren, had family members over to celebrate Enkhmaa’s birthday. The family members slept in a spare room next to the barn, and all six of them were found dead this morning.” 
 
    “Dead?” Kudzu asked as she reached them. It was as if she had been there all along. “Did you say six people?” 
 
    Khamdo nodded. “Six, that’s right. Pancha has gone into a bit of a rage, and he is currently being detained.” 
 
    “Do you think he killed his own relatives?” Shodren asked, Danzen’s mother now with her hands tucked behind her back. 
 
    “No, nothing like that. It’s anguish. The relatives that are dead were his three brothers and their wives, what was left of his side of his family aside from himself. I’ve never seen a man so distraught. Elder Sonders is having him detained because his first reaction upon finding them was to fly into a fit of… something. Something like rage. Suren is looking after Enkhmaa, and of course the girl doesn’t know quite what’s going on, but I came here because…” Khamdo swallowed. “You’re usually pretty good at these sorts of things.” 
 
    “How were they killed?” Danzen asked, his thoughts immediately going to the assassins that wanted him dead. Was this a trap? Was it a way to lure him back to the village so they could ambush him? 
 
    “We don’t know how they died,” Khamdo admitted. “It was like they were poisoned or something. They are all just dead. Like they just stopped breathing, or they all had heart attacks in their sleep.” 
 
    Shodren brought a hand over her mouth, settled on a thought, and lowered her arm. “In that case, I should likely come as well to perform some religious duties. Do you know when they died?” 
 
    “Sometime last night.” 
 
    “I will do what I can,” she said as she turned back to the monastery to gather her things. 
 
    “We should probably grab Jelmay,” Kudzu said. “I haven’t heard of a yokai that’s able to do something like this, but he may know something,” she admitted, albeit begrudgingly. 
 
    “So you’re coming as well?” Danzen asked her. 
 
    “I am. I will change.” Kudzu headed into the monastery, where he heard her speak to his mother for a moment. 
 
    “Thank you.” Khamdo placed a hand on his donkey’s neck. “It’s really troubling what happened, you know. They were having a celebration last night, and then all of his brothers are suddenly dead. It really does look like poison, but I don’t believe things like that, not Pancha. He’s not the type to do something like that.” 
 
    Danzen waited for his mother to come out of the monastery alongside Kudzu, who was now in her human form, her long white hair tucked back by a clip, her ears slightly pointed, the yokai in some of his older robes. She had a pair of her own robes, a set that Jelmay had bought her, but for some reason, Kudzu preferred to wear his.  
 
    “Shall we?” Shodren asked Danzen. 
 
    “Let me get my weapons first.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Jelmay was awake by the time they reached his home at the bottom of the hill, the bakeneko sitting out front on a wooden chair, the demon bear hide draped over his shoulders. As usual, he was in the little vest that he wore, and as they approached, he picked at his teeth with one of his claws. 
 
    “Let me guess, something happened in the village?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    “Six people are dead,” Khamdo told him. 
 
    “And what are we supposed to do about it?” 
 
    “There are a few rituals I can do to ease the suffering of the dead,” Shodren told the bakeneko. 
 
    “And I thought that Pilgrim here may know something about it, or that one of you would,” Khamdo added. 
 
    “You make it sound like we yokai did the killing,” said Jelmay. 
 
    “That’s not what I mean, I mean that it could be something else, something—” 
 
    “—Well, I guess I’ll join you then. It’s not like I had anything else to do today.” Jelmay stood, and as he did he began to morph into Dalan, the hermit who lived in the Panchen Mountains, Eva Yin’s younger brother.  
 
    Danzen recalled her back story, how Eva had helped raise Dalan while bending her own echo and exploiting the madam of a pleasure house. He hadn’t spoken to Eva or Dalan since the events in Diyu, but he hoped that she was doing better than she had been the last time he’d seen her. While some didn’t trust her, she had helped nurse him back to health after Nomtoi’s infamous attack in the village. He still felt that he owed her for that.  
 
    “Leave the demon bear behind,” Kudzu told Jelmay once he tried to secure its hide over his human shoulders. 
 
    “I was going to suggest doing the same,” Shodren said carefully. “It may frighten the younger villagers. You said there was a girl, right?” she asked Danzen. 
 
    “Enkhmaa.” 
 
    “Bah, as you wish.” 
 
    “Did you say demon bear?” Khamdo asked the bakeneko. 
 
    “Sure did,” Jelmay said as he showed the carpenter the hide. “Next time I run into one, I’ll see if I can pick you up a souvenir, that is… You know what? Let’s get going, and we can talk about it along the way.” 
 
    It wasn’t long into their journey to the village that Jelmay shifted the topic from the murders to Khamdo’s wife, and more specifically, to her cooking. “None of us have had breakfast, you know.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious. Stop pestering the poor woman for food,” Kudzu scolded him. 
 
    “What? Pilgrim does it all the time, I’m simply mentioning our collective hunger.” 
 
    “Perhaps we can have something to eat after we have seen what has happened,” Shodren suggested. Over the last week, Danzen’s mother had grown used to throwing water on potential arguments between Kudzu and Jelmay. She excelled at this, and her strategy seemed to revolve around placating Jelmay, which was possibly one reason that Kudzu didn’t seem to trust her. Even now, Kudzu shot a quick glare to the back of Shodren’s head, one that the nun would never see.  
 
    Perched on his fat little donkey, Khamdo led the group past the fields on the outskirts of the village and to Pancha’s house, Suren out front with her granddaughter, Enkhmaa. It was clear that Suren was trying to keep herself busy to overcompensate for what had happened, the elderly woman currently using a washboard to scrub clothing while Enkhmaa hung the garments. 
 
    “Pilgrim!” Enkhmaa dropped what she was doing and ran over to give Danzen a hug, which elicited a gasp of approval and a smile from Shodren. While some of the villagers had grown colder to Danzen over what had happened recently, Enkhmaa, and Yeni, the sixteen-year-old who helped her father out at the general store, had continued to be cordial with him. Danzen kept his hands in the air as she hugged him, not sure of what he should do. Eventually, Suren called for Enkhmaa, and the young girl finally let go of him then returned to her grandmother. 
 
    “We came as quickly as we could,” Danzen told Suren, his hood over his head now to keep the sun off of his eyes. Like most of the villagers now, the elderly woman wasn’t fazed by the former assassin standing before her with two swords sheathed at his waist, his Blade of Darkness on his back, and elaborate gauntlets wrapped around his arms, Danzen also with his satchel flung over his shoulder.  
 
    “You will have to see this to believe it,” she said, her eyes quivering. 
 
    “The bodies are still there, right?” Jelmay asked, now using Dalan’s voice. “I would like to examine them.” 
 
    “And I have some rituals that I can perform,” said Shodren. The statement caused Suren to stop and turn back to the nun.  
 
    “And who are you exactly?” 
 
    “I’m his mother, believe it or not. I don’t believe we’ve met, although I have met some of the other villagers,” Shodren said, once again with a warm smile. “I decided to stay for a little while to help freshen up the monastery. You may call me Shodren.” 
 
    “Perhaps we have. I’m Suren, and this is Enkhmaa. And yes, anything to help these poor souls. Prepare yourselves. This isn’t for the squeamish.” The elderly woman led them into a room off the side of the house that looked to be some kind of bonus space, one that would be used for banquets or storage. The bodies were still there, all six of them lying next to each other, their skin all various shades of pearl. Suren stayed back at the door with Enkhmaa so the young girl wouldn’t see the corpses.  
 
    “I haven’t moved them,” she called over to them, “but the coroner and his men will be around shortly to take them.” 
 
    Jelmay crouched before one of the bodies and examined it, the woman’s skin white, her eyes open and rolled into the back of her head, mouth open. He did the same for the next body, an increasingly distraught look forming on his borrowed face. 
 
    Kudzu came to him. “What is it?” 
 
    The bakeneko stood, his nostrils flaring open. “Do you smell that?” 
 
    “I don’t smell anything,” Shodren said as she began removing a few items from the bag slung over her shoulder. 
 
    “Don’t light any of that,” Jelmay told her after he saw a small cone of incense that she had produced from her robes. “Not yet.” He glanced to the door, Danzen sensing that he wanted to make sure that Suren wasn’t watching him. The former assassin stepped over to the entryway and stood in front of it, assuring Jelmay that he could transform. Interpreting what was going on, Khamdo led Suren outside completely, and spoke to her, offering a further distraction.  
 
    It wasn’t long before the bakeneko was in his cat form, the yokai sniffing the air, his whiskers erect. He eventually dropped to the ground and did the same. 
 
    “What do you smell?” Kudzu asked. “My human nose is practically useless. I don’t know how you people live with such useless noses.” 
 
    “Maybe…” Jelmay crawled toward the only window in the space. The window was closed now, but it wasn’t latched, and as Danzen stepped over to investigate it with the bakeneko, he noticed a slight residue on the windowsill. 
 
    “You see it too?” Jelmay asked, looking up at the former assassin. 
 
    “What was it?” Danzen still hadn’t relaxed his guard. Even though it was looking increasingly like this wasn’t some kind of trap—and the hairs standing on the back of his neck had slowly started to lower—he knew from experience to be ready for anything. It was ingrained in him, something practically etched onto his soul through his years of training and then field experience: combat and the immediate events leading up to it were often murky and fast. Even now, as he stood next to the bakeneko, a not insignificant part of him was scanning the mostly empty room for something that indicated this was a trap. 
 
    “I hate to say this,” Jelmay said as he turned to Kudzu, “especially after what happened yesterday.” 
 
    “The demon bear? But it’s dead.” 
 
    “No, not that, this isn’t about the onikuma, not directly.” 
 
    “Then what’s it about?” she asked. 
 
    Danzen looked to his mother to see that she now sat before one of the corpses, her head bowed as she bent forward and moved her hands over the man’s head and chest. Was she doing something with whatever was left of the man’s echo? Did a dead person still have residues of Sunyata within them that could be exploited? 
 
    “I hate to say this, but we need to go back to Usagi,” Jelmay said with disdain. “I can’t be certain, but I’m pretty sure I know what this is.” 
 
    “…Usagi?” Kudzu asked, the expression on her face souring. 
 
    “With our tail tucked between our legs, it seems…” Jelmay mumbled as he moved over to one of the corpses. He used his claw to cut off a corner of the man’s tunic and returned to the windowsill. Grumbling to himself, the bakeneko began rubbing the swath of fabric against the barely visible residue that Danzen had spotted earlier. 
 
    “You never said what it was,” Kudzu reminded him. 
 
    “That’s because I’m not certain. I think I know what it is, but I really hope that I’m wrong. But Usagi will know for certain.” 
 
    “So it is a yokai?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    Kudzu sighed audibly. “We really need someone different to go to when we have a problem. Every time we visit Usagi, if the two of you aren’t trying to bite each other’s heads off, he makes us do something for him; that, or, we end up owing him a favor.” 
 
    “If this is what I think it is, we will be doing him a favor by handling it. But I want to be sure. Pilgrim? You don’t mind visiting our little rabbit friend yet again, do you?” 
 
    “If it will help us figure out what happened here, then I say we go for it.”  
 
    What Danzen didn’t tell his mother and the two yokai was that he was relieved that the six people who had been killed weren’t somehow related to him. He had brought enough heat to Suja Village, and he was glad that he couldn’t be blamed for what had happened here. As selfish as this was, he had put the village through too much as of late. 
 
    “In that case, we should probably head to the forest now, to Osul,” Kudzu said. “I can’t believe I’m saying that after what happened yesterday. Talk about tail tucked between our legs…” 
 
    “You three run along,” Shodren told them, “and I will find my way back to the monastery on my own. I needed to come to town anyway to pick up a bit of gold fleck paint. I noticed yesterday that one of the masters was missing a sparkle to his eyes,” she said, referring to the fresco on Danzen’s monastery’s ceiling, “and that would do the trick. It will look wonderful when it’s done. I also need to concentrate,” she said, gesturing toward the bodies. “There are rites that need to be observed. While you are gone, I will also pay a visit to the brother of these fallen men. Pancha, was it? Perhaps I can be of some assistance.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The first stop upon leaving Suja Village was the bakeneko’s roadside home at the edge of the Asura Forest, where Kudzu left her robes so she could take her fox form. Unable to get any food from Sarnai, mostly because the white fox had scolded Jelmay into skipping out on it, the bakeneko was forced to eat what he had around his home, which mostly consisted of jerky. There was promise of a big meal later from Khamdo, once they returned from their trip, but that would be a while from now. She had also persuaded him not to wear the demon bear hide. They really didn’t need to offend Usagi any more than they already had. 
 
    “It’s good to stay full,” Jelmay said as they made their way into the forest, the bakeneko stopping occasionally to eat berries and other plants he could gather. They moved quickly and weren’t disturbed by any woodland creatures. It wasn’t long before they reached the edge of Osul, Danzen now used to seeing the place emptied out upon his arrival. Would the yokai ever accept him? He was growing more and more accustomed to traveling to the yokai village of Osul, to the point that he was fairly certain that he could get there without being guided by Jelmay or Kudzu. Would there ever be a time that they treated him normally? 
 
    The start of Osul was noted in its rock formations, seemingly at odds with the density of the forest around. As he had before, Danzen noticed some of the rock seem to have been sculpted in ways to provide maximum benefits to the locals, places to sit and eat, perhaps places to bathe, evident in a series of tubs that looked like they could easily be filled with water.  
 
    The only thing that Danzen didn’t notice was the three-legged raven perched on a mangled tree branch above them. It hopped to a different branch and took to the sky soon after, ready to report back. 
 
    “Here we go again,” Jelmay said with a grunt that was meant to swallow his pride. “Just follow my lead.” 
 
    Kudzu couldn’t help but laugh at the statement. 
 
    “What? I’m a leader.” 
 
    “Keep telling yourself that.” 
 
    Danzen and his companions didn’t take more than two or three steps to the village when the shear-headed yokai named Monobake hopped down from one of the rocks, his arms crossed over his chest, a defiant look in his eyes. Danzen recalled when he’d been instructed by Usagi to collect the yokai’s shears, and how this had led to an encounter with a giant eight-headed water serpent named Idzuma, and how they later befriended her.  
 
    The salmon-colored yokai snapped his beak at the three of them. “Leave.” 
 
    “You’re not seriously trying to intimidate us, are you?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    “You took advantage of me!” 
 
    “Everyone takes advantage of you; you’re an idiot.” The bakeneko took a step forward, his claws pressing out of his paws. “I hate to say this, but anyone in their right mind would go out of their way to take advantage of you,” he said, referring to a time in which he had conned Monobake and Usagi. “And I mean that in the nicest way possible. It’s just common sense.” 
 
    Monobake tensed his shoulders. “Usagi told me what you did!” 
 
    “Did he tell you that he’s the one who told us to ‘handle’ the demon bear? How would you interpret that?” 
 
    “I would have handled it by being polite. Ever thought of that tactic? She was a friend of mine!” 
 
    “Pfft! Some friend. She attacked us, and we had to fight back. I’m not going to say that I had any part in the fighting,” Jelmay said, his tone of voice changing, “I would point that finger squarely at Pilgrim over here. After all, he’s the one that used to be an assassin.”  
 
    “Don’t blame him for this,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “Is it true? You’re the one that killed her?” Monobake asked Danzen, the scissors on his head slowly pressing away from one another. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That’s it? A one-word answer!? Not even an apology? You… you skinned her!” 
 
    “As bad as all that sounds, it’s really not our fault,” Jelmay started to say. “And I only skinned her because—” 
 
    “—They’re never going to apologize!” Usagi appeared a few feet above them, the jade rabbit perched on a rock and glaring down at the group, his ears flitted back.  
 
    “Ah, just who we were looking to see,” Jelmay told him, a big smile on his face.  
 
    “You may think you’re so strong,” Monobake told Danzen, “but there are dozens upon dozens of yokai watching you right now. We could all attack at once, you know. Let’s see if you could hold all of us off at the same time, demon.” 
 
    Rather than respond, Danzen slowly withdrew his Blade of Darkness, shadows pooling at the tip. 
 
    “So you told him everything that happened in Diyu?” Jelmay asked Usagi, referring to Monobake’s ‘demon’ comment. “You sure like to blab a lot.” 
 
    “Of course I told him!” Usagi shouted down at him. “Monobake is a friend of mine. Sure, we may have had a few minor falling outs in the past, but we are cordial now.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Monobake said with a nod. This caused the shears on his forehead to snip together. “We’ve settled our differences. You better not be threatening me with that weapon, Pilgrim!” 
 
    “You’re on thin ice,” Usagi called down to them. “All of you are. All it takes is for me to sound the alarm and the entire forest will be against you, just think about that. So even if you make it out of here alive, you’ll have to fight your way back.” 
 
    Danzen put his glaive away and looked up at the rabbit. “We are merely here to talk to you,” he said after a long pause, one in which Kudzu had started to growl. “Something has come up.” 
 
    “Something has come up…” Usagi shook his head, agitation filling his eyes. “You only come to me when you need something!” 
 
    “This affects all of us,” Jelmay said, his voice more serious than it was just moments ago. 
 
    Usagi scoffed at this remark. “I highly doubt that is the case.” 
 
    “Don’t believe me?” Jelmay stuck his hand into the front pocket of his vest and procured the piece of fabric that he had used to mop up some of the residue back at Pancha and Suren’s home. 
 
    “What… what’s that supposed to be? A flag of defeat?” Usagi sneered. “Because if so, you’ve chosen the wrong color.” 
 
    “Take this up to your master,” Jelmay told Monobake. “I’m pretty sure he’ll know what it is.” 
 
    “He’s not my master…” 
 
    “Bring it here now!” Usagi snapped down to him. Monobake came forward and took the swath of fabric from Jelmay. He then circled around to the natural stone steps and took them to the top, where he crouched in front of the jade rabbit. 
 
    “I wanted to be sure,” Jelmay said as Usagi’s ears twitched with alarm. 
 
    “It… it can’t be…” Usagi disappeared from the ledge he had been perched on and made his way down the stone steps. 
 
    “Was I right?” Jelmay asked as Usagi approached them. “Is it what I feared?” 
 
    A grave look came over the jade rabbit’s face. “Alas, it appears as if the yamachichi are back.” 
 
    Jelmay bit his lip. “I really was hoping I was wrong.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    There wasn’t any information on the yamachichi in Danzen’s field diary, meaning that the former abbot of the monastery either had never encountered it, or he had never written the details down. Danzen did possess two volumes dedicated to yokai, The Night Parade of Genshin Valley Yokai, and The Hour of Meeting, but he didn’t have them on his person, which meant he was going to have to rely on whatever Jelmay or Usagi had to say about the yokai. And they certainly had a lot on their minds about the yamachichi. 
 
    It was as if the two hadn’t been at each other’s throats just moments ago, Usagi weighing an idea, while Jelmay paced back and forth. Monobake seemed to know what the yamachichi was as well, the scissored yokai still with his arms crossed over his chest as he listened to them talk. Kudzu sat on her haunches next to Danzen, watching the three of them discuss the yamachichi with an annoyed look on her face. They still hadn’t explained what the yokai was exactly, which was something that she had reminded them twice now, the white fox mumbling to herself that they were ignoring her. 
 
    “We will need to find its nest,” Usagi surmised, “and destroy it. We will have to kill all of them as well.” 
 
    “Handle them, or kill them?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    “You know damn well what I mean,” Usagi spat. “The yamachichi pose a threat to humans and yokai. It has been hundreds of years since they have made their presence known.”  
 
    “I have never heard of them,” Kudzu said, even louder this time. “Would someone mind telling me what they are?” 
 
    “Deal with her,” Usagi said, motioning Monobake toward the white fox, a gesture which caused Kudzu to growl. 
 
    As Jelmay and the jade rabbit discussed strategy, Monobake approached Kudzu and Danzen. “Yamachichi are bats that once transformed into what’s known as a nobusuma, and after many years, have changed forms again into yamachichi. Normally, they die during this process, but there have been occasions where two of them have met and been able to procreate, to start a hive. For six people to be dead in one night, we believe that there is a hive of yamachichi around.” 
 
    “So they are bats?” 
 
    “They look more like monkeys with long lips, bat faces. They feed on sleeping victims by sucking their breath out of their mouths and killing them in the process. They procreate rapidly, so if there is a hive, that means they are able to spawn more. They will stick to their hive, however, which is what those two are currently discussing, how to deal with it.” 
 
    “Do you know where this hive is?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    Monobake looked at her as if she were crazy. “Why would I know something like that?” 
 
    “You seem to know a lot about them.” 
 
    “I can’t keep track of all the yokai in these woods! I try to stick to just the ones that would harm me.” 
 
    “It sounds like the yamachichi would harm you,” Kudzu reminded Monobake. 
 
    “Not if we kill them first.” 
 
    “All right, everyone,” Jelmay said as he turned to Danzen and Kudzu, the pudgy cat rubbing his paws together. “We have a plan, and I think it’s going to work. Although I don’t like certain aspects of it.” 
 
    “Don’t be a dandelion,” Usagi moaned. 
 
    “I’m not a dandelion; I’m more of a…” Jelmay thought about it for a moment. “I don’t know what flower I am, but it’s not a dandelion. And who would like your plan, anyway? Who wants to become the bait?” 
 
    “You will be the perfect bait with your morphing capabilities,” Usagi assured him. 
 
    “Kudzu can morph as well.” 
 
    “I don’t even know what your plan is yet,” she told the two of them. 
 
    “It’s not very complicated, but it is going to get dirty very quickly.” Usagi hopped over to Danzen and Kudzu and sized the two of them up, the tiny rabbit puffing his chest out as he looked them over. “You’re going to have to kill all the yamachichi that are alive, and destroy their hive. It’s going to require a lot of bloodshed and some explosions to finish them off for good.” 
 
    “…Explosions?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “Don’t you worry about that part. I’ve already given Jelmay the instructions. Stick with him, and he will get our little problem sorted out, at least I hope you will,” Usagi said, turning to glare at Jelmay. 
 
    “I don’t like your look.” 
 
    “I don’t like your look either, but do this for me, and we can talk about forgiveness for what you did to the onikuma.” 
 
    “If this demon bear was such a good friend of yours, why don’t you call her by her name?” Jelmay asked the rabbit. “Oh yeah? Is it because she wasn’t a good friend of yours and you just wanted to humiliate me? You told us to handle it, and we—” 
 
    “Her name was Madah, and she was a dear friend of mine,” Monobake cried, the shears on his forehead snapping together again. 
 
    “I still fail to see how a little guy like you could be friends with something that large. She could finish you off as a pre-hibernation meal,” Jelmay said, “easy.” 
 
    “She would do no such thing!” 
 
    “What do you want to do next?” Danzen asked, growing tired of hearing the yokai bicker. It seemed as if the last twenty-four hours of his life had been fueled by arguing yokai. 
 
    “Right, I’ll leave the two of you to it,” Usagi said as he turned away from Danzen and Kudzu, the jade rabbit purposefully kicking up some dust, his puffy white tail suddenly erect. He headed up the stone steps to his hovel, Monobake joining him, the shear-headed yokai giving Jelmay one final dirty look before he departed. 
 
    “I don’t know why…” Kudzu shook her head as she looked up to the top of the rocks. “I really don’t know why we keep associating ourselves with him.” 
 
    “I say we eat them after this,” Jelmay told her in a low voice. “There are other yokai in these woods that are knowledgeable. Some of them may not be as accessible as Usagi, but we would certainly have to deal with less drama. Let’s go.” He motioned for them to follow him. They reached the outskirts of Osul, and once they did, the bakeneko began scanning the trees. Danzen could hear the water from a nearby brook growing in strength with all the monsoon rains, the snowmelt from the mountains feeding it as well.  
 
    It was shaping up to be a nice afternoon. 
 
    “The first thing we need…” Jelmay spotted a thorned bush and quickly went over to it. He pulled out of the ground, and showed Danzen and Kudzu its roots. “This is it, and it should be plenty. Satorikai root and the leaves of a tobikura tree.” The bakeneko looked up at the canopy. “We have the root now, but that second one’s going to be a bit harder to get. Those particular leaves only grow above the tops of the trees, but I’m guessing that’s something we can handle. You wouldn’t mind doing a little jumping for us, would you?” he asked Danzen. 
 
    To make things easier, Danzen set his satchel on the ground, as well as his Blade of Darkness. “What should I be looking for?” he asked once he was ready. 
 
    “Luckily for us, we don’t have to go very far to get the next ingredient.” Jelmay broke a section off the satorikai root. “But it’s still going to be a little challenging to get the exact leaves we need. I’ve seen them before. They are almost a neon green, much brighter than any of the other leaves around. It may take you several trips up to the top, but the trees are all around,” he said, motioning toward a few of the trunks, “so it shouldn’t be very hard. We will need a lot of the leaves. It’s probably best for you just to cut some of the branches down and bring them with you.” 
 
    Danzen placed Astra on the ground as well, next to his sheathed Blade of Darkness. This left him with Nomin’s short sword. He withdrew it from its scabbard and looked up at the sky. 
 
    “Bright-green leaves?” he asked again. 
 
    “You can’t miss them,” Jelmay assured him. 
 
    Danzen sent all his power into his feet and soon, he was moving vertically, the former assassin springboarding off an enormous branch and breaking through to the top of the canopy. He landed on a thick branch and placed his free hand on its trunk, where he began scanning the area for the bright-green leaves. 
 
    Jelmay was right. They really were hard to miss now that he knew what to look for. Figuring he would try to stay as high as he could rather than move up and down, which would potentially prevent him from getting scraped by a stray branch, Danzen moved as carefully as he could to the first grouping of the neon-green leaves. He used Nomin’s blade to cut them from a branch and dropped it through to the forest floor. 
 
    “Got it!” Jelmay called up to him. 
 
    Scanning the area once again, Danzen saw another bunch of the bright leaves and cut them as well. He dropped these to the ground and waited for confirmation before moving on. 
 
    Once Danzen was finished collecting leaves, he hopped back down to the forest floor to find Jelmay holding several bunches of leaves in his paws and fluttering them at his sides as if he were a bird, Kudzu laughing at him. 
 
    Danzen smiled. It was nice to see the two getting along for once. “What now?” he asked. 
 
    “Now we go back to Pancha’s place,” Jelmay said. “We need to make the mixture, and prepare for the night. I hope they taught you how to track your prey back at your assassin school, because that’s the plan. But before we do any of that, we are going to Sarnai’s for dinner. I’m serious here, Kudzu. Don’t you dare get between a bakeneko and his future meal. Not this time, dammit.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    A fierce wind did little to stop Danzen and his two yokai companions from reaching Suja Village in record time. For once, Jelmay kept up with their pace, the bakeneko clearly motivated by the forthcoming meal. Rather than go to Pancha’s place directly, they went to the home that Khamdo and Sarnai shared with their baby, Leegan. Danzen could smell food from outside the front door, and he realized at that point that he too was hungry, that he hadn’t eaten all day. With a quick knock, Sarnai came and let them in, her face red from cooking, her hair swept back and held to her head by a bandanna that had been tied around her skull.  
 
    “Please, come in,” she said. 
 
    They entered to find Khamdo seated at the table with his child in his arms, the carpenter looking up at them as they entered. Having stopped by Jelmay’s roadside home on the way to the village, Kudzu was in her human form, and Jelmay had once again taken the disguise of Dalan the hermit. 
 
    “What’s all that stuff?” the carpenter asked as he motioned to the burlap sack full of leaves and roots Jelmay had slung over his shoulder. 
 
    “We have to do a little bit of tracking tonight,” Kudzu explained as she sat. She looked over to Sarnai in the kitchen and immediately stood again, going to help her and quickly being shooed away, Sarnai traditional to the point that she didn’t want guests helping her serve other guests. 
 
    “So it is a yokai that killed those poor people?” Khamdo asked. 
 
    “It sure is,” said Jelmay in Dalan’s voice. “One called a yamachichi, believe it or not. Parasite, really.” 
 
    “I don’t know what that is.” 
 
    “It’s probably better that you don’t. Lock your doors tight tonight, and make sure all the window shutters are latched as well.” 
 
    Sarnai let out a frightened yelp at this statement. 
 
    “So there’s no way I can help?” Khamdo’s baby made a cooing sound and lifted her hands toward Danzen, as if she wanted him to hold her. He offered his child to the former assassin. 
 
    “Isn’t that sweet,” Jelmay teased as Danzen took the baby from the carpenter.  
 
    Danzen gazed at the child, a smile on her face, a bit of spittle on her lips, and got a glimpse of his reflection in her eyes. This troubled him, such an innocent creature staring into the soul of a stone-cold killer, one who wore the weight of his past as if it were a mask. He quickly handed the child back to Khamdo and sat next to Kudzu. 
 
    “It’s going to be quite a night,” Jelmay said, steering the conversation back to him. 
 
    “What do you have planned?” Khamdo asked. 
 
    “An old hermit never tells his secret,” said Jelmay. After wiping her hands on her apron, Sarnai came from the kitchen with enough food to feed a militia. She made several more trips, Jelmay practically drooling by the time she had finished placing the food on the table. 
 
    “And it goes without saying that I will be covering all of this,” Jelmay told her as he procured some kip.  
 
    “Not necessary.” 
 
    “I insist,” Jelmay placed a stack of cash on the table. “Your hospitality shows no bounds, and I’m a very hungry… man, I mean, hermit. Don’t worry, I have plenty of funds stashed away in the mountains.” 
 
    It didn’t seem possible for Jelmay to eat as much as he did, especially in Dalan’s thin form, but he managed to do so, the bakeneko going for second, third, and even fourth helpings of everything from Sarnai’s classic meat pies to salad made of ham and potato and a small roast that must have been in the oven for hours, the carrots and potatoes buttery soft, practically melt-in-your-mouth. It was clear she knew guests were coming. 
 
    Jelmay was about to go back for yet another helping when Kudzu politely stood from the table, letting them know that it was time that they get ready for the evening. She offered to help Sarnai clean up, but the woman refused, and soon, Khamdo was leading the three of them to the door. 
 
    “And you are sure I can’t help in some way?” he asked. 
 
    “The best thing you can do is to stay inside and lock up tight,” Jelmay told the carpenter. “It’s going to be a long night for the three of us.” The bakeneko patted his hands against his belly. “But at least I got fuel for the fighting.” 
 
    “And there will be fighting?” 
 
    Jelmay winked at him. “There’s going to be a lot of things.” 
 
    Once they turned the street corner, Kudzu chided Jelmay for exaggerating what they planned to do. “You shouldn’t embellish everything; imagine what that poor man now thinks we are going to do tonight. Why can’t bakeneko just be honest about things?” 
 
    “Where’s the fun in that? I’m trying to truly grow our legend here, so the bards who later write songs about us have plenty of source material.” 
 
    “You and your bards,” Kudzu said as they reached Pancha’s home, the sun just about to set. They were greeted by Enkhmaa, the young girl carrying a pail of water inside. 
 
    “I’ll go get my grandmother,” she said as she took off. Soon, Suren stepped out of their quaint home with a troubled look on her face, the elderly woman in a similar apron to the one that Sarnai had worn. 
 
    “How is Pancha?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “A little better, but he still hasn’t completely recovered. It could be days, longer. He’s getting treatment now at Elder Sonders’ place.” 
 
    “We need a pestle and mortar,” Jelmay announced. “But a very large one. The biggest one you can conjure up.” He made a gesture with his hands. “Something about this size.” 
 
    “I have a large ceramic bowl, and you could use my rolling pin,” she suggested. 
 
    “It will have to do.” 
 
    “Can I help?” Enkhmaa asked the bakeneko. 
 
    “Actually, yes, I could use a pair of little hands. But once you are finished, the two of you need to go somewhere else.” Jelmay looked back up to her grandmother. “Do you have a place you can stay? Pilgrim here can escort you there.” 
 
    “I have a friend in the First District,” Suren said, more worry in her eyes. 
 
    “That will work, and don’t fret about your place here, it will remain standing.” 
 
    “What do you plan to do exactly?” she asked Jelmay as Dalan. “And what… What happened to my husband’s relatives? You never mentioned that part.” 
 
    “It was a yokai,” the bakeneko said, “and tonight, we are going to handle it. This particular yokai is a threat to humans and other yokai, at least from what we have learned.” 
 
    “What did it do to them?” Enkhmaa asked. 
 
    “Don’t you worry about that,” Kudzu told the young girl as she crouched beside her and smiled. “You can help Jelmay, I mean, Dalan, here and then head off for the night. We will take care of everything. I promise.” 
 
    “I want to help,” Enkhmaa told her grandmother. 
 
    “Yes, yes, child, you can help. Go get the supplies, like Dalan said. Fetch the bowl that we normally make flatbread with, the one without cracks in it.” 
 
    Enkhmaa tore off into the house, moving so quickly that her grandmother took a step back. 
 
    “To have that kind of energy again,” she said. “Anyway, I will pack an overnight bag for the two of us while she helps you. It’s always best to be prepared.” 
 
    “I will need just a little bit of water as well,” Jelmay said as he looked down to the pail that Enkhmaa had been carrying. 
 
    “That’s fine, use that water. We aren’t going to need it in the morning anyway.” 
 
    Over the next thirty minutes, Enkhmaa and Jelmay ground the leaves and soaked them in the water, adding the root after it had been boiled in a separate pot. Danzen noticed that the root had completely dissolved in the hot water, making it easy to add to the leaf mixture. Jelmay hummed as Enkhmaa stirred the mixture together, and once everything was ready, it was time for the young girl and her grandmother to depart. 
 
    “Kudzu and I will set everything up here,” Jelmay told Danzen, “we’ll see you in a bit.” 
 
    Danzen nodded, and was soon joined by Enkhmaa and Suren. The streets of the village were dark now, and he was surprised to find a small hand slipping into his own, Enkhmaa looking up to him to gauge whether this was acceptable or not. The young girl’s hand felt so small in his, Danzen noticing just how frail it was. 
 
    Suja Raksi Hall was full and the streets were empty, the breeze that had been whistling through the forest earlier was lighter now, heat rising from a ground that had been baked all day. The three came to the First District, Suren having Danzen lead her to the wealthiest neighborhood in Suja Village, near the lake. He could see boats out on the water lit by lanterns creating a faint orange halo around small vessels. Some of the people in the boat seemed to be fishing; others were simply enjoying a night out on the water under the stars. 
 
    “I can’t tell you how much Pancha and I appreciate what you are going to do tonight,” Suren told Danzen once they arrived at their destination. “Please be safe.” 
 
    “It is the least we could do.” Danzen finally let go of Enkhmaa’s hand, immediately noticing its absence. 
 
    “And we will see you in the morning?” the young girl asked him. 
 
    Danzen nodded.

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen and Kudzu waited on the rooftop at Suren’s place, Kudzu once again in her white fox form. Jelmay was in his human form in the room below, pretending to be asleep with the goal of luring the yamachichi out. Everything was set. 
 
    It was well into the night now, Danzen keeping to the shadows to obscure Kudzu and himself, keenly aware to remain downwind. He kept his eyes on the edge of the Asura Forest, which wasn’t too far from Pancha’s place, an open field allowing him to spot any potential intruders. Because of their bat-like qualities, Jelmay had explained that yamachichi spooked easily, and were very sensitive when it came to sound, that following them could prove difficult. 
 
    But Danzen was ready. 
 
    Through his training, he excelled at stalking a target, and with both Jelmay’s and Kudzu’s superpowered noses, he didn’t think it would be very hard to track them.  
 
    But then he saw how they moved. 
 
    Almost as if a breeze were twisting over a grassy knoll, Danzen spotted a trickle of activity headed in their direction, Kudzu’s body tensing. The yamachichi arrived before Danzen could even withdraw his famed blade. They were fast enough that he couldn’t quite figure out how many there were, only that there was a horde of the yokai, the group swelling into the building below only to be swept out seconds later as Jelmay released a sound that was either a warcry or a shriek of terror. 
 
    “We have to move,” Kudzu said under her breath as she came to the edge of the roof and hopped down to the ground, Danzen landing next to her. Jelmay quickly reached them, the bakeneko holding the concoction he’d made in his paws.  
 
    “This way,” Danzen said, heading in the direction that the yamachichi had bolted. 
 
    “Damn things scared me half to death,” Jelmay said as they began moving. “I was asleep!” 
 
    “You weren’t supposed to be sleeping,” Kudzu told him with alarm. 
 
    “It’s not my fault Suren has comfortable bedding.” 
 
    The three moved forward keeping up with Danzen’s pace, Kudzu already ahead, sniffing out the yamachichi’s trail. She reached the edge of the Asura Forest and turned back to them, concern flitting across her eyes. Rather than give power to her fears of the forest at night, Jelmay charged into the forest, the bakeneko surprisingly quiet on his feet. Danzen followed him, and soon Kudzu joined the pair, the white fox once again moving forward.  
 
    The forest grew increasingly dark, Danzen to the point now that he simply closed his eyes and moved forward, sensing everything through lines on the inside of his eyelids, using the skill he had picked up from Nomin and enhanced through his own practice. It also allowed him to be quieter in a way, Danzen fully focused now on his yokai companions, the faint glow around their bodies, the former assassin feeling as if he was now one with his environment. 
 
    He noticed something large off to his left, but continued onward, not stopping to find out what it was. It became nearly impossible not to make noise as they moved, but the woods were much louder at night than he thought they would have been, and even if the yamachichi had enhanced hearing capabilities, it would be hard to distinguish Danzen and his companions from common forest sounds. 
 
    Kudzu stopped, and Jelmay did the same, his ears perking up.  
 
    “We’re here,” he said, his voice just high enough that Danzen could slightly make it out. 
 
    What looked like a bolt of lightning shot out of the woods before them, Danzen drawing his blade as it passed, barely able to cut it down. The yamachichi emitted clicking sounds as they coordinated with one another. Another came down from the trees above and struck Danzen, the impact nearly knocking the wind out of him. He managed to swivel out of the way before the creature could bring its claws down. Kudzu leaped over Danzen and collided with the attacking yamachichi.  
 
    Fighting in the pitch-black forest, his environment accented by a series of flashes and glows, Danzen used his boomerang sword, knowing that Astra would find its target. Another yamachichi went down as his sword passed through its body. His famed blade returned to his hand and Danzen swung at the yokai that Kudzu was struggling with, activating one of his gauntleted blades as he did so.  
 
    Schnikt!  
 
    He ended up lifting the creature into the air, his gauntleted blade pressing deeper into its body as Danzen brought it down. 
 
    More clicking sounds. 
 
    Danzen spun just in time with his sword out and managed to slice into yet another of the yokai, this one slipping back away into the darkness. His heart thrumming, adrenaline racing through him, Danzen settled his breath and tried to ignore the clicking sounds, which seemed to be coming from all directions now. 
 
    After his gauntleted blade returned to its scabbard, he loosed Astra again, and in the process withdrew Nomin’s short sword.  
 
    Surging forward, Danzen drove it into a yamachichi that was just about to pounce on him, his short sword pressing through the creature’s throat and out the back of its skull. He threw his hand out, Astra returning to his grip, blood on the blade. He heard Kudzu again and moved toward the sound of her growl. She pressed away from yet another yamachichi and Danzen dropped down onto it, both swords going into its body.  
 
    He withdrew his weapons, stood there for a moment, his muscles pulsing, Danzen listening intently for any noises which would indicate enemy yokai afoot.  
 
    He heard none. 
 
    “Now to destroy the hive,” Jelmay said as he approached Danzen, still with the ceramic bowl in his hands. “Good job there, by the way. I knew there was a reason I kept you two around.” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s all of them?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “I counted six back in the room. Now, we need to place the stuff over their holes in the ground before it dries.” 
 
    “It’s a poison, right?” Kudzu asked. “Why would it need to dry?” 
 
    “Poison? What? No, it’s explosive. I thought you knew that. I mean, maybe it’s poisonous if you eat it. I don’t know. I’ve never tried. It’s explosive.” 
 
    “Come again?” 
 
    “How hard is this to understand? Once the mixture dries, it explodes. We are basically going to destroy the hive by exploding it.”  
 
    “Are you telling me that you…?” Kudzu was suddenly beside herself. “The little girl was helping you make the mixture! And it’s explosive? Why would you let her help you?” 
 
    “It wasn’t explosive then, it’s only explosive when it dries,” Jelmay said as he began spreading some of the mixture on one of the holes in the ground. “I thought you knew that. Where have you been the last couple hundred years?” 
 
    “How would I know that?” 
 
    “Ugh, the leaves of a tobikura tree? Everyone knows they have explosive properties when mixed with satorikai root, which increases its range and flammability.” 
 
    “It… could have dried at any time,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “Bah. It takes twelve hours to dry,” Jelmay told her, waving Kudzu’s concern away. “And the little girl is fine, as am I. You don’t seem too concerned that I was mixing up the explosive material, I should probably add.” 
 
    “I’m so done with you,” Kudzu finally told him she approached Danzen. “Come on, let’s get out of here.” 
 
    “Wait, are you being serious? You don’t want to wait for it to explode?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    “Why would I want to do that? You said it takes twelve hours.” 
 
    “Technically up to twelve hours. The explosion should happen relatively soon; it’s already pretty dry.” 
 
    This caused Kudzu to stop dead in her tracks. “Are you saying it could have exploded while we were on top of the house, and you were inside the house? Because that’s what it sounds like you’re saying.” 
 
    Jelmay shrugged. “I mean, it could have happened, but it didn’t. Anything can happen, but often times it doesn’t. Sometimes, that’s all that matters. Stop worrying. Are you sticking around or not?” 
 
    Kudzu looked at Danzen.  
 
    “We should probably stay,” he finally told her. 
 
    “See? Pilgrim gets it. I never pictured you as a fireworks man, but it makes sense now considering your past. Now help me spread this material and be sure to wash your paws after. Like I said, it’s explosive, and it’s drying rapidly.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen, Kudzu, and Jelmay were sitting on the branch of an absolutely enormous tree when the explosion started. The three were about a quarter of a mile away from the hive now, with a clear view of the area where they had laid out the plant concoction. The first explosion triggered more, a huge plume of flames filling the air swiftly followed by smoke, birds flying away from the blast zone, other yokai moving through the woods below, Danzen able to hear them but not see them. 
 
    “By Sunyata’s grace,” Kudzu said in a low voice. “Jelmay, that could have been us.” 
 
    “You’ve been saying that for the last hour. Relax, I would have known if the mixture was starting to dry. And we hurried, and now we’re safe. Like I keep saying, you worry way too much.” 
 
    “What if it had been a small explosion, one that simply injured one of us?” she asked, her voice growing with intensity. “What if it had injured Danzen? And then we would have to deal with his demons…” 
 
    They continued quibbling, her last line resonating within the former assassin’s head for a spell. It was true. If there had been a situation, and he had been struck by some debris and it had drawn blood, his demons would have been unleashed. But hearing her say it drove it in deeper for some reason. Danzen was well-aware of who he was, but he didn’t like how his condition sounded on another person’s lips, especially someone he cared for like Kudzu. 
 
    “You’ll be fine.” A final explosion caused Jelmay to laugh nervously. “That one sounded like a burp.” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk to you for at least two days.” 
 
    “Just two? Come on, we’re a team.” 
 
    Kudzu snickered. “Please, no.” 
 
    The morning sun was close to rising, and Danzen figured it would be best to make their way back to Suja Village first, to let everyone know that the yokai had been handled. He also wanted to check in on Pancha, the bowlegged old stableman who had given him the Blade of Darkness. Danzen could only imagine what he was going through having lost all of his brothers to the breath-sucking yokai. 
 
    Without a word, he dropped down from the tree and turned in the direction of the village, Jelmay and Kudzu eventually catching up with them. 
 
    “I assume you’re going back to tell everyone what happened, right?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “In that case, I’ll go with you until we get to the edge of the forest. I may head to the mountains after that. I don’t feel like taking my human form again.” 
 
    “And I’ll be back at the monastery later.” 
 
    “We can meet then,” she told him. 
 
    “Looks like that just leaves you and me, Pilgrim,” Jelmay said. “I don’t know about you, but I wouldn’t be opposed to a breakfast at Sarnai’s place.” 
 
    Kudzu made a noise with her throat, but she didn’t say anything. The bakeneko had officially exhausted her. 
 
    Whatever strange activity Danzen had sensed in the forest last night seemed to have dissipated as yet another mist settled over the woods, one that seemed as if it would linger all day. It was at odds with the heat and humidity already present, Danzen sensing that it was going to be a very hot day. 
 
    With this in mind, he moved even faster, Jelmay struggling to keep up with him. They reached the edge of the woods and Kudzu turned back to take the main road toward his monastery, Jelmay and Danzen continuing onward. 
 
    “She takes everything so seriously,” the bakeneko said, slightly out of breath now as he tried to keep up with Danzen’s pace. 
 
    The village was just coming awake as Danzen turned toward Elder Sonders’ home. He had a feeling the older leader of the Third District would be awake. He knocked once and he heard footsteps inside. The door opened to reveal Shedrup, the former town drunk in a pair of freshly pressed gray robes, his wild black-gray hair slicked back. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Is that any way to greet a pair of old friends?” Jelmay asked Shedrup, the bakeneko now in the form of Dalan. 
 
    “Why have you come here?” 
 
    “To deliver news on the situation at Pancha’s home,” Danzen said. “His relatives were attacked by a yokai, one known as a yamachichi. It may be in your uncle’s books.” He nodded toward the study. “This particular yokai sucks the breath out of its victim, which is how Pancha’s relatives died.” 
 
    “Yamachichi…” Shedrup glanced at the study and then back to Danzen. “I will have a look.” 
 
    “Is Pancha available? I would like to deliver the news myself.” 
 
    “He is not.” Shedrup started to shut the door and Danzen placed his foot in the way. 
 
    “I would prefer not to complicate things,” Danzen told Shedrup as carefully as possible. 
 
    Something flared behind the man’s eyes. “Just because you and I traveled to Diyu together doesn’t mean that we’re suddenly friends; you can’t just show up uninvited.” 
 
    “Be a good nephew and fetch your uncle,” Jelmay as Dalan said. “It would be nice to talk to an adult.” 
 
    “He’s not well.” 
 
    “Elder Sonders?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “No, he’s fine, my uncle is sleeping. Pancha is not well. The death of his brothers seems to have really affected him. He is asleep right now, and I would rather not disturb him. I will relay the news to him, and I will look up this particular yokai in my uncle’s books. I am assuming that you handled them, that the village won’t have to worry about these yokai anymore.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “They were a threat to both yokai and humans,” Jelmay added. “We destroyed the six that were alive, as well as their hive. Hopefully, they won’t be around again.” 
 
    “Very well,” Shedrup said after a long pause. “I will see you at another time.” 
 
    Danzen stepped back and Shedrup shut the door. 
 
    “After all we did, that’s how we get treated?” Jelmay lamented as they made their way out of Elder Sonders’ courtyard, which was lined with freshly planted flowers, all of which were blooming at the moment and attracting buzzing insects. “At least we know that there’s a good meal waiting for us.” 
 
    Rather than protest, Danzen led Jelmay to Khamdo and Sarnai’s home, where they had breakfast. As they ate, they relayed what happened to the couple, which Danzen knew would spread around the Third District. He thought about venturing to the other side of town to tell Suren and Enkhmaa what had happened, but news would eventually reach them, and he was ready to get back to his monastery. 
 
    The journey away from the village was relatively quick, Jelmay with a pep in his step and a small parcel of leftovers from the morning meal. 
 
    They reached Danzen’s monastery and went their separate ways, Jelmay heading into his woodside home and Danzen up the hill, where he found his mother and Abbot Monpo waiting for him, the leader of the fox shrine in his human form, his long white hair tied off into ponytails. 
 
    “We were just speaking about you,” he said as he turned to Danzen and smiled. 
 
    “It has been a long night.” Danzen quickly explained what happened with the yamachichi, and how they had destroyed their hive. 
 
    “I think I’m beginning to understand why you like it here,” his mother told him after he finished. “There’s never a dull moment.” 
 
    Abbot Monpo exchanged glances with Shodren, the two smiling at one another. “Anyhow, I thought that you and I could bend our echo together this morning,” he told Danzen. “Would you care to join me in the mountains? I know of a beautiful place, perfect for bending.” 
 
    “Where’s Kudzu?” Danzen asked, surprised that she hadn’t joined the abbot. 
 
    “We haven’t seen her this morning,” Shodren said, “but I’m sure she’s around. You could always call her.” 
 
    “No, that’s fine. Let me put a few of my weapons away.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Abbot Monpo told him, a big grin on his face. “It is a beautiful morning, a testament to the power of Sunyata. I look forward to bending my echo with you.”

  

 
   
    Part Two 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    While Danzen’s mother had mentioned her desire to rebuild Sunyata, she still hadn’t adequately explained why she had come to the valley, at least not to his satisfaction. Unfortunately, that conversation was going to have to wait until another time now that Danzen was being led by Abbot Monpo into the Panchen Mountains.  
 
    The leader of the fox shrine seemed to float with each step, the ends of his robes practically dancing in the air, the man in his human form and looking as ageless as always, lantern-jawed with flowing white hair and striking features. There really was something unique about him, an aura that came from the years he’d spent bending his echo.  
 
    “Your mother tells me that you have been practicing every morning,” Abbot Monpo said as they began to pass through a gorge noted for its yellow and orange rocks, the foreboding red sky of Diyu much closer than Danzen would have liked. Long-stemmed flowers grew out of the sides of one of the cliffs, the flower petals purple, bees circling around them, evidence of new life even with death just a handful of miles away. 
 
    “I’ve been trying to advance,” Danzen told him. “I should come by for a test soon.” 
 
    “Perhaps you should; it would be good to find out where you stand, and I’m a big proponent of gauging yourself. I’m sure you’re aware of this by now, but your brother is going to stop at nothing to prevent you from taking your father’s throne.”  
 
    “I don’t want his throne.” 
 
    “Ah, I’m aware that you don’t, but Nomtoi doesn’t see it that way; he sees you as next in line, and to be humiliated like he was back in Diyu…” The abbot shook his head. “I don’t know when he will strike again, but I’m sure it is sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “I may be leaving the valley for a while. Jelmay suggested heading to a different region for the summer, outside Odval, toward the Outer Regions. As you know, there are other shrines in that region where I could interact with the remnants, perhaps I could even collect some. I don’t want my brother coming back here to Genshin Valley, and if he is planning something, it is better for me to be away from people. He’s not the only one that wants me dead.” 
 
    “True,” Abbot Monpo said as he circled down a rocky path. The two came across a pile of stones covered in blue flags. They pressed on, neither saying anything until they reached an alcove that cast a large shadow onto a long flat rock, the gray stone smooth at some points, and chalky at others. 
 
    “Have you been here before?” Abbot Monpo placed his hands behind his back and looked up at the rock. Danzen could make out carvings in its surface, accentuated by what looked to be ash from an ancient fire. The more he stared at it, the more the carved images became clear to him, human and yokai alike.  
 
    “I can’t say that I have.” 
 
    “Remarkable, isn’t it?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “It is an ancient place, one that used to be a meeting ground.” The abbot took a look around and returned his gaze to Danzen, offering him a faint smile. “Can you feel the energy here? Close your eyes. Try to feel the power of this unique place.” 
 
    Danzen did as instructed. 
 
    With his eyes shut, he attempted to sense the hidden power all around him, Danzen’s imagination running wild as he thought of the meetings that humans and yokai once held here. Outlines appeared. He saw places for them to sit, humans etching their characters out in the chalky stone, yokai observing their scribbles. He saw an argument, he also witnessed a peace offering, a sacrifice, even love. “Yes, I can see it,” Danzen said as he slowly opened his eyes, everything around him suddenly offset by an unexpected appearance. 
 
    Standing before him was his father, the ruler of Diyu. Abbot Monpo was gone. Danzen had been tricked. 
 
    He quickly withdrew Astra.  
 
    “What’s the meaning of this?” Danzen asked in bewilderment. He took his father in, the man’s long white beard billowing in the breeze, a calmness to his eyes at odds with the rugged sharpness of his black-purple armor, his muscular physique, Tengir Gantulga’s demeanor nothing like the demons he reigned over. 
 
    “I didn’t think your mother would like to see me, so I devised a way to spend some time with you, with my boy, and say hello to her as well. I am not the monster you think I am,” his father said, the corners of his mouth lifting as he grinned at his son.  
 
    “You… you raped her and you have never been part of my life.” Danzen’s head spinning by this point, aware of the sheer power of the demonic being who stood before him. 
 
    Still, he would try. 
 
    He loosed his sword, hoping to peg his father in the throat before the fight could get underway. Much to his shock, Tengir Gantulga caught Danzen’s blade midair and held it in front of his throat for a moment, black blood trickling down his palm, and onto the stone below. His blood hissed and bubbled as it slowly faded away, the wound healing instantly. Astra continued to vibrate in Tengir Gantulga’s tight grip until he finally cast the sword aside, the weapon returning to Danzen’s hand, and quivering as if it were afraid. 
 
    “Now that we are acquainted with each other, I believe it is important for us to have a relationship. You aren’t going to be able to kill me, so there’s really no point in trying.” 
 
    “Like hell.” Danzen bolted forward, prepared to put every ounce of strength he had into cutting his father down. Even if he knew in his heart that it wasn’t possible, he would attempt it, he would stand his ground.  
 
    Tengir Gantulga blocked his attack with his forearm, his armor absorbing the strike, Danzen thrust backward and onto his rear. He was up again in a matter of seconds, a vein pulsing on the side of his head as he came in to strike his father again. Both hands on his sword, Danzen drove the blade down, moving his leg back into a stance that would allow him to cleave through the side of his father’s neck. He was blown backward long before his attack could land, Danzen slamming against the inner wall of the alcove, suspended there for a moment by his demon father, who stood as tranquil as ever, a clear indication that this wasn’t a challenge in the least bit. 
 
    Tengir Gantulga snapped his fingers; Danzen was ripped from the rock face and dropped back onto the flat stone before his father. He got back to his feet, and switched his stance again, strands of Danzen’s hair falling in his face as he prepared a death strike. 
 
    It was rare for him to be so sloppy, but the rage he felt in seeing his father, in knowing what he had done and all the turmoil it had brought his life muddied Danzen’s fastidious care when it came to combat. He was fighting the same way he would have fought years ago when he was just starting out at the Diyu Brotherhood. Impulsive, fueled by sudden action and rage, blind to the situation at hand—Danzen knew his performance was poor, but it was best he could muster at that moment.  
 
    He tried again and again, and eventually, his father produced a sword out of nowhere, a long golden odachi at least a yard in length. He thrusted it forward, the blade slicing a cut across Danzen’s arm, a purposeful wound. 
 
    As blood trickled down to his hand, Danzen saw red, portals opening all around him followed by mangled demons clawing their way out. Only this time, they didn’t go wild once they were unleashed. They simply stood like well-trained soldiers, the disfigured monsters all lining up one after another before Danzen’s father. 
 
    “Are you ready to talk?” Tengir Gantulga asked him. “Or should I teleport these demons to Suja Village? How much damage do you think they could do in the time it would take you to reach the village?” 
 
    Danzen glanced down at the wound on his arm, which was already starting to heal. His fists tensing, he grudgingly sheathed his boomerang sword at his waist. As soon as it was put away, the demons vanished, leaving Danzen and Tengir Gantulga staring at one another.  
 
    “Good, I was hoping you would see the light.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen glared at his father for quite some time. He knew his angry gaze wouldn’t do anything to the lord of hell, but it was the only response he could muster, Danzen feeling both angry and betrayed. He also felt lucky. His father certainly could have kept up the disguise for an extended amount of time, and if he had wanted, he could have easily done something to Danzen’s mother. 
 
    “So much hatred for a man you barely know,” his father finally said. “You would think that I had personally done something vile to you, that I had hurt you in some way. But we both know that that is not the case. Perhaps you should hear me out.” 
 
    “Why did you come here?” Danzen growled, his voice just a hair away from shifting into his Demon Speak tone. 
 
    “Is a father not allowed to visit his son? Your mother certainly seems to be able to come and go as she pleases. Were you this upset when you finally found her hiding away in her pathetic nunnery? Did you try to fight her as well?” 
 
    “It was different.” 
 
    “Different? She abandoned you just as much as I did, and while I’m aware you may not believe me, it was your mother who asked that I pretend as if you didn’t exist, that I extricate myself away from your life. Those were her wishes, and after what she went through to give birth to you, I honored her request.” 
 
    “You raped her.” 
 
    “Rape? We were lovers,” his father said, and as much as Danzen didn’t want to admit it, Tengir Gantulga’s tone actually sounded convincing. Even if this was the case, part of him knew this could be trickery—the all-powerful demon could easily be manipulating his mind. 
 
    “You make me sick.” 
 
    “You have killed more people than I have,” his father said, “well, at least on this plane of existence. Maybe I should feel the same about you. You are aware of how many people you have sent to me, are you not? Do you know the exact number?” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. 
 
    “I’ve kept track.” A long piece of parchment paper appeared in his father’s hands. It nearly reached the ground, the paper covered in names, the ends defined by a rim of fire that never seemed to progress. “What do you think? How many people have you killed?” 
 
    “That was before.” 
 
    “Before when? Last week? Last month? You have been a very busy man,” Tengir Gantulga told him as he examined the names, an occasional smile coming across his face when he recognized someone that apparently stuck out to him. “Do you believe it is over three hundred?” 
 
    “It is behind me now.” 
 
    “When you take my throne, son, it will be before you. Those that you’ve killed will be your loyal servants. Think of them now. Can you see their faces? Do the dead speak to you? It is remarkable, really, to see all of their faces, the deaths that have a direct correlation to their demise by the tip of your sword. Loved ones who took their own lives in anguish, families ripped apart, generations gone, collateral damage you will never have the pleasure of hearing about. Hundreds and hundreds of people, son. Thousands. Would you like to know how many?” 
 
    “No, I would not. It’s… it’s behind me now.” 
 
    “It’s not behind you; it’s all around you.” Tengir Gantulga swept his hand out, and as he did, the carvings on the underside of the alcove came alive, the markings dancing and swirling together as they began to form myriad faces. 
 
    Danzen looked away. 
 
    “Do not be ashamed of what you have done, of who you are. If your mother had placed you on the steps of a brotherhood of carpentry, I’d expect you to have made your mark there as well. If it had been the steps of a merchant’s guild, I would expect you to be rich. Do you understand what I’m saying here? Should I elaborate any further? You are who you are because you are my son, you have royal blood, my blood, and we’re nothing like the feeble humans and yokai you surround yourself with, past or present. You’re above them all, and one day, they will all look to you with fear in their eyes. They will look at you like you are a god, because that’s what you are.” 
 
    “I don’t want their fear, I don’t want your throne, and I don’t want to be a god.” 
 
    “You say that now, but you have yet to truly understand the power I am offering you when the time comes. If you would like, I could give you a taste now. You may remember what it felt like in the past to suddenly feel a surge of preternatural endurance that could keep you up for days at a time. That is nothing compared to the power I could give you if you so wished. Nothing. Would you like a taste? Would you like a glimpse of how powerful you could become?” 
 
    Danzen raised his chin a little, defiance coming across his eyes. “No.” 
 
    “You will need it in the coming weeks and months, and it will always be available to you. You simply have to ask. Say my name, and ask for the power—you will receive it. I would like for you to understand what it will feel like to one day take my place. This doesn’t have to be soon. I’m not quite ready to retire,” Tengir Gantulga said with a kind, yet sinister smile. “But there will come a point when I am ready to pass the mantle, and I would like to pass it to you.” 
 
    “Give it to Nomtoi.” 
 
    “Nomtoi is a fool,” his father said, his nostrils flaring wide. 
 
    “He wants it. He would know what to do with it. I don’t want it, and I want nothing to do with it. Giving it to Nomtoi is logical.” 
 
    “Nomtoi is a spoiled sociopath. While I don’t wish for the falling out that your mother and I had, it would have been smarter if I had conceived Nomtoi with a mortal woman, so there could be some balance to the man-child. He has had everything given to him his entire life, anything he could ever desire, and being the son of the ruler of Diyu has only made those around him fawn even more, no one ever questioning his authority or influence. This has made him wicked and repugnant. Nothing like me, nothing like you.” 
 
    “How did you become ruler of Diyu?” 
 
    “Ah, so you are interested in my life then. If you must know, I fought my way up, not exactly like how you have gained your status in this world, but not far off. I died young, outside of Bahlingar just after the collapse of Sunyata. It took me well over two hundred years, but I slowly grew a following, and eventually used it to overthrow the throne. It is quite a long story,” he said, his father casting his gaze down to Danzen. “But that’s what separates who I am from someone like Nomtoi. He was born into it, never living a life as a mortal, and he is of pure demon blood. He is more like the monsters that are spawned when you receive an injury than he is like you or me. But that is a story for another day. I have come to you with a request.” 
 
    “A request?” 
 
    “Whether you like it or not, you will one day take my throne, and I would like for you to handle a few things for me while you are still of the living.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    His father shrugged, and as he did the ruler of Diyu slowly rose a foot or so into the air, his purple-black armor gleaming for a moment. “It will be good for you, that’s why. There is a yokai in these mountains that I would like you to kill for me, one known as a kappa. It will certainly prove challenging, and if you fail, well, I guess I know where I will see you.” 
 
    “You want me to… slay a yokai?” 
 
    “Not any yokai, a kappa. Consider it a challenge.” 
 
    “And if I refuse?” 
 
    “Would you really like me to come up with a threat? You’ve seen my power, and you know that I am able to move people between the realms if I’d like. Just think of Suja Village, think of what I could do if I wanted. And once you’ve thought of the worst thing you can come up with, imagine it being even more appalling than that. Do I really need to elaborate any further? Deal with the kappa by heading to the northeast, toward the sky lake. I will come once you have slain it. Good luck.” 
 
    Tengir Gantulga vanished.

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen had the mind to turn to the east, to march right up to the barrier separating Diyu from his realm and begin the search for his father, gutting any demon that got in his way. He was not an errand boy, and he didn’t like how their conversation had ended, his father giving him an ultimatum: do as I say, or I will do something to the people you care about. Even with all his posturing about who he was before he became the ruler of Diyu, and perhaps something more behind the relationship with Danzen’s mother, their interaction came to a bitter, yet predictable, end with his father’s request. 
 
    He thought about simply ignoring his father and heading back to his monastery, disregarding his ultimatum. But doing so would put the lives of others at risk, and Danzen didn’t know how successful he would be if he called his father’s bluff. Was it an idle threat? Was there really any point in trying to determine this or not? 
 
    He knew there wasn’t. All his father wanted was the death of a yokai, something Danzen was clearly capable of. Still, he couldn’t help but wonder what would happen the next time his father came around if he actually went through with his request, what the next task would be. Not only that, Danzen didn’t want to have a relationship with the man, even if his brief backstory of his life had piqued his interest to some degree.  
 
    Curiosity wasn’t worth the sacrifice. 
 
    Danzen stood in the shade of the alcove for nearly half an hour, contemplating where he should go next. He wasn’t tired, but he could use some rest. Not here, somewhere far away from the site of the incident. 
 
    He made the split-second decision to turn back, and headed in the direction that he had come. It made sense to him that his father was able to change his form at will, and it only reminded Danzen that he needed to be more careful when it came to the people he encountered and the choices he made: Tengir Gantulga could visit him anytime, and he wouldn’t know the difference. 
 
    One thing was certain as he passed beneath a remarkable stone archway, carved by time and stained by erosion—Danzen needed to leave the valley for a while, possibly for good. The villagers were constantly being brought into his affairs, and sooner or later, they would be put in the crosshairs yet again. 
 
    It was inevitable. 
 
    He stopped again and begrudgingly turned in the direction that his father had indicated. 
 
    Sending his power into his legs, Danzen shot forward and reached the edge of a cliff, where he pulled himself up. He began running, his focus now on the horizon, ignoring the crimson of Diyu to the east, the subtle cerulean sky with a few wispy clouds to the west, the Panchen Mountains doubling as purgatory as they maintained the divide between living and the dead. 
 
    Jumping even higher, Danzen reached another ledge, pebbles tumbling down the side of the cliff as he got his footing. He then shot forward off a rocky rim and landed on a flat surface among a collection of sandstone-colored hoodoos, many shaped like hourglasses with bloated bottoms. Traveling even faster now, Danzen eventually found himself along a stream, one that would grow as more snow runoff added to its girth, the altitude dropping, and the landscape as waterfalls took shape. 
 
    It was a familiar area to Danzen, a place he had visited multiple times by this point. He came to Dalan the hermit’s home and was spotted by the older man, who was perched on a small overhang and looking down at him.  
 
    “Pilgrim,” Dalan said as soon as Danzen reached him.  
 
    He took a quick look around at his hermitage and saw that the man had just finished dicing some herbs. 
 
    “Is something the matter?” the hermit asked once Danzen didn’t say anything. 
 
    “I need to find a kappa.” 
 
    “Come again? Did you say a kappa? Why would you need to find that?” 
 
    Danzen hesitated. Something told him that it was best to keep his father’s visit a secret. “It’s just something that needs to happen.” 
 
    “A kappa would be a challenging yokai to handle, if that’s what you intend to do. They are nasty creatures, prone to fits of violence, and overwhelmingly disliked by the yokai of the mountains. I’m sure you would find the same opinion of them in the forest as well.” Dalan motioned toward the ground, a grimace appearing on his face. “Come, sit with me.” 
 
    Danzen did as he was instructed, and the hermit joined him once he had prepared a small saucer of tea. 
 
    “And this is something you are convinced you must do?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “In that case, you may be a little unprepared.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “Your armor, the rest of your weapons… where are they?” 
 
    “At the monastery. I didn’t think I would need them.” 
 
    “You’re confident.” 
 
    “I didn’t come into the mountains with the intention of hunting this yokai. It is something that has arisen since. I’m sorry I can’t go into detail, and your discretion is appreciated.” 
 
    “In that case, it is my discretion you will have,” Dalan said after a long pause in which he chewed on his lip for a moment. “The way I see it, there are many things operating in these mountains, and one must be careful what they are influenced by. Then again, perhaps it is best to go along with the situation at hand, especially if going against it would prove detrimental.” 
 
    “Perhaps. What do you know about this yokai?” 
 
    “All I know is that they are fierce fighters, with tough skin and short tempers. It is said that if you drink from their skull after killing one you will grow immensely stronger, that they keep a nectar in their cranial cavity that can increase someone’s strength tenfold. It is one reason why they are so bitter, at least from what I’ve heard. While it is no longer the case, for hundreds of years kappa were hunted by man, demon, angel, and yokai alike. It’s a wonder there are any left in these mountains.” 
 
    Danzen grunted in response. 
 
    “They move quickly, and their hands consist of three long claws, not unlike that of a bird, yet larger and sharper. If you do plan to kill one, be prepared for a grueling fight. It will not go down easily, and there is a high probability you could get injured during the exchange. This is why I asked about your armor. It would be helpful.” 
 
    “I’ll manage.” 
 
    “I’m sure you will, but if I may make one suggestion, perhaps it would be good for you to get some rest before you make your attempt. You can seek the kappa in the morning, after you’ve had time to properly form a strategy. I don’t have much to eat around here, but I’m sure that I could ask you to see to that over the next hour while I finish the herbal preparation I was making. What do you say? Would you be willing to stay and rest? I could use the company. And for that matter, could you fetch us something?” 
 
    Danzen stood. “I’ll be back in an hour.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen thought about nabbing a few fish from the waterfall below, but ended up venturing a bit deeper into the mountains in search of a goat or sheep, something he could hunt. He was feeling savage, the former assassin recognizing a part of him that showed itself from time to time, likely tied to his demon blood. 
 
    It was hard to deny who he was, or what he was capable of, and to be so easily swept to the side by his father’s power both humbled him, and reminded him of what he was up against. While Tengir Gantulga was stronger than Nomtoi, they were both opponents the likes of which Danzen would never be able to topple, at least not at his current power level. They could easily crush him, and he knew this. And until he got strong enough to shield himself from their influence, they would continue to be able to affect the course of his life. 
 
    Astra at his side, Danzen crept around a large rock balanced atop a thin column, expertly sculpted by nature, looking as if it would never topple. The strength of the next boulder he came to appeared fragile, Danzen careful as he slipped around it. 
 
    His eyes closed, the former assassin reached forward, searching his environment through its echo lines. He saw his own echo, a faint outline of white-purple, and as naturally as ever, he began to bend it, moving forward with his sword as it swelled within him.  
 
    He discovered through his practice that taking stances and moving at a tenth of his pace made his echo hum with power, and even though he was on a mountain pass somewhere not far from Dalan’s hermitage, with a mission to bring back something for an afternoon meal, Danzen felt the urge to bend. It was why he had come to the mountains to begin with, with who he thought was Abbot Monpo. 
 
    It was something he craved. 
 
    Astra held over his head, Danzen slowly brought the blade down, noticing that almost electric spark at the tip of his blade, his sword ready to be loosed, a weapon forged of bloodlust. With his eyes clenched shut, he slowly returned it to its scabbard and withdrew Nomin’s blade, noticing a difference between the two killing instruments. It was something he needed to grow more familiar with, the blind assassin’s weapon instantly bringing memories of their final fight at his mother’s monastery, white flowers all around them, how she went against Nomtoi in Diyu and joined Danzen in the end. 
 
    That was something he would perhaps need to ask his father about at some point, her well-being. The last thing he wanted to hear was that his brother had done something to Nomin. Her basket-hilted short sword in hand, Danzen flourished it once, noticing a lasso-like whip of energy at the tip, one that was even brighter than his boomerang sword. Was there more to her weapon? Was there power he had yet to unlock? 
 
    Danzen slowly thrust her sword forward and twisted it, a corkscrew of energy spiraling up his arm. With a short breath out he moved back, and connected the blade behind him to his other hand, the tip of her weapon now facing upside down as he brought it forward again. Everything was done in a calculated motion, the power of Sunyata within him and without him. 
 
    Once again, he found himself wondering if it was even possible to rebuild heaven. How would he go about doing it? Could it really be as simple as just collecting remnants across the land? And for that matter, what kind of response would it bring from his father in Diyu?  
 
    Continuing to bend his echo for the next twenty minutes, Danzen thought deeply about the subject. He knew that he wasn’t supposed to be multitasking while bending, but with his eyes closed, and energy radiating all around him, he found himself in the perfect place to contemplate what-ifs. It was a way to eventually stop his father, as it would balance out the power of hell, restoring order to the world. 
 
    Still, the question remained. What would Tengir Gantulga do if he found out his half-breed son was thinking about restoring heaven? It wasn’t like Danzen would be able to go there anyway with the blood that was on his hands. But others could go, people like Khamdo and Enkhmaa, innocent villagers that didn’t deserve to spend their lives in Diyu, so it was worth an attempt. It was worth a shot. 
 
    He would do it for them, not for himself. 
 
    Danzen was moving so slowly now that a mountain goat around ten feet up didn’t notice his presence. Nomin’s short sword once again in its sheath, Danzen quietly withdrew Astra, his blade finding its target, the mountain goat dropping to the ground as Astra returned to his grip. 
 
    Life and death, it really was as quick as that. 
 
    After cleaning his weapon, Danzen hoisted the mountain goat over his shoulders and began the trek back to Dalan’s hermitage. He skipped from one rock to the next, following the sound of trickling water which grew into a roar as he neared the waterfalls. 
 
    Bending his echo had an effect on Danzen, heightening his senses and leaving him feeling rejuvenated. He only wished he had gone for longer. But a target had presented itself in the form of the goat, and the assassin in him had taken over.  
 
    As much as Danzen didn’t want to admit it to himself, the likelihood of him ever closing the chapter on his years as a trained killer wasn’t high, but at least it had its usefulness from time to time, like his quick reaction when spotting his prey. 
 
    Only a hunter could move like that. 
 
    Danzen spotted the white fox perched on the overhang outside of Dalan’s hermitage. He didn’t know what he would tell Kudzu, but he certainly didn’t want to admit that his father had reached out to him and invited him to take action or else.  
 
    An excuse came as soon as he joined her at the hermitage. 
 
    “The kappa attacked my mother,” he said instead of hello, Danzen assuming that Dalan had already caught her up. 
 
    “A kappa?” Kudzu tilted her head to the side, one of her ears flinching. “How?” 
 
    “She went for a walk in the mountains. She’s uninjured, but I have to handle things.” 
 
    Confusion splashed across her face. “What’s a kappa doing in these parts?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Dalan, who overheard this part of the conversation, simply nodded as he came to Danzen to retrieve the goat. “Very good,” the hermit said. “These particular goats breed like rabbits. It should make a mighty fine meal with plenty of leftovers.” Now crouched in front of the goat, the old hermit looked up at Danzen and smiled. “You’ve done well.” 
 
    “I was hoping you would bring fish…” Kudzu admitted.  
 
    “That can be arranged.”  
 
    “Fish as well?” Dalan asked. “I’m never one to turn down a feast. And why not? On a warm day like this? Let us eat like kings of the past! I even have some prickled flower petals that have a spice perfect for fish.” 
 
    “It shouldn’t take me long.” Danzen turned back toward the waterfall. He dropped to the rocky path below, Kudzu soon joining him. 
 
    “What do you know about kappa?” she asked. 
 
    “Only that they are a formidable opponent, that the inside of their skulls contain a liquid that some say make a person stronger.” 
 
    “I can’t speak to that part,” Kudzu said as she sat before the waterfall, her eyes fixating on the frothy white. “But I can agree that they are formidable, very territorial as well. Your mother must have gone pretty far into the mountains to actually encounter one considering they only live near the sky lake.” 
 
    “The sky lake?” 
 
    “Snow runoff has created a lake over there,” she said, nodding toward a series of crests to the northeast. “There is a lake up there and it is quite gorgeous. Possibly the freshest water in Genshin Valley; kappa have called it home for hundreds of years.” 
 
    “Dalan mentioned there was just one kappa.” 
 
    “Maybe he means on the side of the lake, it isn’t small by any means. During the late summer, an island sometimes appears in the center of the lake said to be shaped like a snapping turtle. I haven’t seen it, but yokai believe that those who do see it will prosper for the year to come.” 
 
    Danzen’s blade flashed into the water and returned to his hand, a fish at the other end. He placed the fish on a stone, Kudzu watching it as it slowly died. “They are getting bigger now that winter is over.” 
 
    “I noticed that.” He sent his blade into the water yet again, Astra returning empty-handed this time. Focusing on the waves below, Danzen sensed the movement and loosed his sword, his boomerang blade returning with the fish this time around. He placed it on the rock next to the first one he had caught. 
 
    “And you intend to kill the kappa?” Kudzu asked as she watched the second fish slowly die. 
 
    “I intend to.” 
 
    “I will go with you.” 
 
    “You don’t have to.” 
 
    “But I want to. Tomorrow. There’s no sense in journeying there now unless we want to find a random cave to sleep in for the night. Dalan’s place is much more comfortable.” 
 
    “I was already planning on staying, regardless…” Astra returned with another fish on its tip. “We will try to make it a quick trip. We need to go west. Or I do, anyway.” 
 
    “You know I’m coming with you, right?” 
 
    “I know.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dinner became a feast, just as Dalan had promised. There was little discussion of the yokai that Danzen planned to slay the next morning, which was something he was perfectly fine with. His interaction with Tengir Gantulga still sat poorly with him, even if assassination missions were something he had dedicated the majority of his life to, something he excelled in. 
 
    Once again, he was ready to move on. 
 
    Danzen fell asleep that night with his back resting against a smooth rock, the sounds of yokai in the Panchen Mountains coming to him as he tried to rest. What was out there? How many yokai actually lived in Genshin Valley and its surrounding areas? The mountainous yokai seemed to be more active than usual, something which seemed to disturb Kudzu, who eventually made her way over to Danzen and rested by his side. 
 
    The only dream he had that night was a variation of one that had been reoccurring for some time now, Danzen on the steps of the Diyu Brotherhood, a mixture of activity playing out as his father moved toward him, the stone steps sucking into his father’s hand as if there were a vortex in the center of his open palm. Why had he waited so long to show himself to Danzen? Why had his father agreed with Danzen’s mother to not see him? Could it be true, were they actually lovers? 
 
    He awoke knowing that he had questions for Shodren once he returned to his monastery. Danzen was well aware of the reason she gave him for coming to his home, but he knew there was more to it. He could sense it. A moment of reckoning was near. He would need to stop treading lightly when questioning his mother’s intent. 
 
    Sunrise brought with it the invigorating sound of nature coming alive, the smell of the waterfall below reaching Danzen’s nostrils, the day growing warmer by the hour. Leaving Dalan and Kudzu to sleep, Danzen stepped out onto the ledge, the wind roaring in his ears as he closed his eyes and used Nomin’s sword to carefully bend his echo, carving out his place on the cliffside. He trusted the ability she had unlocked in him to the point that he could stand a mere six inches away from the stone ledge and have no fear of tumbling down. 
 
    The outline of his world was visible in his mind’s eye, the water rushing below, a few plants sticking out of the rock and shaking every time a breeze kicked up. For a very brief moment, Danzen felt as if he could float; he felt as if he could take a step into the air and continue to bend his echo, that he could move even higher, perhaps even flying. 
 
    Everything was in its right place, and his troubled thoughts and the questions rippling all around him were silent for the time being, Danzen at one with his echo, the leftover seeds of Sunyata that were in his body, the single remnant he had consumed, all of it working in tandem. 
 
    By the time he finished, he not only felt well rested, he felt stronger, ready to get on with the day and do what he needed to do. After a light breakfast with Dalan and Kudzu, they set off, the white fox leading the way to the sky lake. In the end, Dalan had offered him little advice, the hermit simply wishing Danzen good luck, and telling him to make it quick, that the kappa had a habit of growing quite stronger once it reached its second wind. 
 
    Without people around, or Jelmay to slow them down, Kudzu and Danzen were able to travel at their full speed, Danzen moving faster than the white fox this time, his morning practice giving him an extra boost of energy. They flitted over a series of logs that had been stretched out across the gorge, Danzen light on his feet, Kudzu even lighter. The next gorge they came to was one that could only be covered by jumping. Danzen scooped Kudzu into his arms and leaped high into the air, landing on the other side, nearly twenty feet away. 
 
    “Warn me next time,” she said. 
 
    Danzen nodded, set her down, and they continued.  
 
    As they moved higher into the mountains, the air thinned, the temperature slowly starting to drop. The fauna began to change, less verdant, and it became increasingly clear that there was less life at this altitude, Danzen not noticing as many animal tracks or signs of yokai as he did lower down. It was a harsh environment up here, one that felt foreboding with Diyu in the east, hell itself casting a loathsome red glare onto the landscape. 
 
    They moved higher, neither stopping for a break, which Kudzu readily commented on. 
 
    “Imagine if Jelmay was with us.” 
 
    “I’m trying not to,” Danzen said, a rare grin taking shape on his face. 
 
    “We would have had to eat three or four times by now.” 
 
    “Or been forced to rest.” 
 
    “He would probably ask you to carry him,” she said, laughing at her own joke. 
 
    It was nearly afternoon when they reached the sky lake, an opal mist sitting over the water, the air colder than it had been just moments ago. The lake was much larger than Danzen had expected it to be, to the point that he couldn’t see where it ended even though they were looking down at it from a hooked cliff. There was a tragic beauty to its isolation, especially with the hint of Diyu red that reflected against the water. 
 
    Danzen crouched, and began scanning the shoreline. There was no other activity at the moment, so he waited, relying on his training as always. Extreme patience. Kudzu did the same, her eyes focused on the shore below, nostrils occasionally flaying open, one ear perked up, the other bent. 
 
    It wouldn’t be long now. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    A creature no larger than a child came out of the water, its skin seaweed green and scaly, its face featuring a large beak, a turtle shell on its back. Grunting, it looked around; Danzen noticed a strange depression on its head covered by a small saucer attached to a strap tied around its chin.  
 
    The kappa quickly hustled up the shoreline to retrieve something.  
 
    Without thinking, Danzen loosed his sword from his perched position, hoping to end this quickly. His blade struck the creature and bounced off its skin, startling the yokai. Speeding into action, Danzen swiftly lowered to the ground, his arm held over his head as he caught his sword. He moved even quicker, hoping to finish the yokai now that he was closer to it, that perhaps Astra simply had hit the kappa at the wrong angle. 
 
    What Danzen didn’t expect was to be tackled in midair by the kappa, the yokai incredibly powerful for its size, agile to boot. The wind was knocked out of Danzen as he hit the ground, his immediate reaction being to send his fist into the side of the kappa’s head. But the yokai was already on the move again as it tried to stab him with its beak, an enraged look on its face. 
 
    A flash of white. 
 
    Kudzu struck the yokai, the two spilling off to the side. The kappa clamped its hand down on its head as they tumbled, hoping to hold down the metal saucer it wore as a cap while simultaneously beating Kudzu away. Ready to end this, Danzen charged forward with Nomin’s short sword drawn, his goal being to quickly slit the kappa’s throat. 
 
    The webbed fist that connected with his chin was enough to send him flying backward again, Danzen instantly fearing that he had drawn blood. He nearly shouted for Kudzu to get out of the area, but the sensation of his demons appearing never reached him, Danzen back on his feet in a matter of seconds once all was clear. 
 
    Snorting and furious, the kappa looked from the white fox to the former assassin, and chose Kudzu. It grabbed her and used both arms to hurl her into the lake, Kudzu yelping as she splashed into the icy cold water.  
 
    Angered by this attack, Danzen advanced upon his opponent again and thrust his sword forward, only for the kappa to spin and block his attack with its tortoiseshell back. He tried again from a different angle, and the yokai did the same, always one step ahead. 
 
    “You fool,” the kappa said, its voice grizzly and heavily accented. “You dare try to come for me?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t reply; he once again tried to land a strike, and then switched up a strategy, hoping to bring the creature to the ground and handle things from there. While the kappa’s mossy green skin was strong, there had to be a vulnerability somewhere. Danzen would try the usual spots—under its chin, belly, someplace like that. It would only take one cut, but he needed the upper hand to land it.  
 
    Yet the kappa was scrappy, and as Danzen tried to take its legs out, the yokai launched itself forward and took his legs out instead. It rolled quickly and scrambled on top of him, Danzen trying to hold it back with Nomin’s sword. The kappa attempted to bash its beak into his face, Danzen able to move just in time and miss its first strike.  
 
    He wasn’t so lucky the second time around, the kappa’s beak grazing the side of his cheek, drawing blood. Danzen shoved the kappa off, his hand instinctively going to his cheek. He brought it back to see crimson, confirming his worst fear—he knew exactly what that meant.  
 
    “No…” he whispered as portals began to open, the kappa stunned for a moment as demons began to crawl out. But the yokai didn’t cower away as Danzen had thought it would. Back to its feet, the kappa charged through the first of Danzen’s hellspawns, the mangled demon tossed to the side. 
 
    Danzen turned to the first demon he could reach and sent his sword through its maw, black blood spurting through the air as Astra returned to Danzen’s hand. He spun and cut down another one of his creations. He could feel his blood pumping now, his eyes red, terror and animosity surging through him as he moved to address the next demon. 
 
    “Get out of here!” he screamed to Kudzu as she was coming out of the water. But the white fox ignored his call. The three-armed demon nearest to her—its mangled hands covered in sharp protrusions, skin leathery and rough, multiple eyes on its head—tried to swat her way. Brave as ever, Kudzu latched onto one of its wrists. 
 
    Astra aided her in the end, Danzen’s boomerang sword passing through the side of the demon’s body, and out the other end, the monster screeching in pain as it hit the ground. 
 
    The kappa charged past Danzen and changed its trajectory at the last moment, striking another one of the hellspawns with its shell. It scrambled back to its feet and threw its beak out to the side, cutting into another passing hellspawn.  
 
    Danzen brought his hand to his face again and found even more blood, realizing now just how deep the kappa’s cut went. 
 
    Another scar. But it would heal, and he had a job to finish.  
 
    Nomin’s sword in one hand, Astra now in the other, Danzen erupted into action. It was a blood frenzy now, one in which he was able to exercise his full power and potential, Danzen sensing a boost from the time he’d spent bending his echo earlier that day. In the end, the three of them managed to bring all the demons to the ground as the portals began to seal up, Danzen and the kappa finally turning back to one another. 
 
    “And we continue this?” the kappa asked, its beak painted in black ichor. 
 
    Danzen nodded.  
 
    The yokai didn’t deserve to die, but he wouldn’t be able to live with himself if his father actually did as he had promised. Danzen lowered his sword and gritted his teeth. To kill, or not to kill. It always came to such a simple equation, Tengir Gantulga forcing Danzen to choose between the life of an innocent yokai, or the villagers. 
 
    “You hesitate…” the kappa said as it took a step closer to Danzen. 
 
    “No, no I don’t.” 
 
    Danzen rushed forward and drove his sword into the soft spot beneath the kappa’s neck, his blade tearing out the back of its body, just above the edge of its shell. He held the yokai in the air, the kappa choking on its own blood, gasping for life. 
 
    It died, Danzen still keeping the creature suspended as it slowly passed away. 
 
    “You did it,” Kudzu said, her white fur covered in strips of black blood. 
 
    “I… I did.” 
 
    The lake water began to swell into a cone as Tengir Gantulga appeared, the mist forming what looked like giant gray wings behind him. Danzen turned to Kudzu to find her frozen, her eyes open, mouth shut, the white fox absolutely still. 
 
    “As I expected,” Tengir Gantulga told him. He lowered to the shoreline and approached Danzen. He retrieved the kappa still suspended from Danzen’s blade, holding it as if it were a stuffed animal.  
 
    His father seemed larger than he normally was, easily a yard taller than Danzen, and as he looked at the kappa, he removed the metal saucer wrapped around its sunken face. Tengir Gantulga lifted the yokai with both arms, and drank the nectar from its skull, which had been protected by the cap strapped to its head.  
 
    “Would you like a sip?” he asked, a bit of the yellow liquid dripping down his chin. “It will make you stronger.” 
 
    “We’re done here.” Danzen turned away from his father. 
 
    “We’re not done yet, son,” his father told him. “But we can be done for today, and your precious villagers are safe for now, I promise. The next time we visit, I will have another challenge for you.” 
 
    “Keep your challenges.” 
 
    “And I believe the reward for the next one will make you happy. Speak to your mother for me, will you? Or don’t. It’s not like she needs to be part of what you and I are planning to do.” 
 
    “We’re not planning to do anything,” Danzen told him, his back still to his demon father. 
 
    “You don’t really have a say in what we’re planning to do, son. Continue to improve, and I’ll be seeing you shortly. Your friend here will come to life again once I leave. She won’t remember seeing me, unless you want her to…” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled,” Tengir Gantulga said. He dropped the kappa’s body to the ground. “You’ve done well here. You should be proud of yourself.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Kudzu blinked, confusion tracing across her face as she observed Danzen, who stood with his back to the lake, an angry look on his bloodied face.  
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    Rather than reply, Danzen raised his hand to his cheek, to the wound he had received earlier which had nearly healed. He looked to the kappa, who lay crumpled on the shoreline, water lashing against its red feet. He followed his gaze to the yokai. 
 
    “And what happened to its head?” she asked. 
 
    “The cap fell off when I killed it,” he told her, a lie he was surprised she believed. Kudzu had seen him slay the kappa, which made him wonder how much of her memory had been wiped by his father. 
 
    Thinking of Tengir Gantulga and his holier than thou persona, the towering man wrapped in glowing armor and casually speaking of the life of mortals, made Danzen clench his fists until his knuckles were white. He turned away from Kudzu, hoping that she hadn’t seen his sudden display of enmity. 
 
    “Before we leave, we should catch some of the fish up here,” she said as she looked out at the calm water, the bodies of Danzen’s demons already starting to deteriorate. This phenomenon seemed to be happening quicker than it did in the west, Danzen assuming this was due to their proximity to Diyu. 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    Danzen approached the shoreline and joined the white fox. He felt like sitting for a moment and just staring out at the water, which he did, Kudzu silently taking a place by his side. If she could tell something was wrong with him, she didn’t say. After a few more breaths, a handful of heartbeats that allowed Danzen to relax for the time being, to accept his fate, he began pacing along the shoreline looking for signs of movement beneath the water. 
 
    His sword entered the lake and returned with an absolutely radiant fish, its scales the colors of a rainbow. It was much larger than the fish he was used to catching, even some of the larger ones he’d caught in Genshin Valley. 
 
    Soon, as the first fish died slowly on the shoreline, Danzen went for another one. And so it continued, Danzen catching several more before finishing up. 
 
    “Sky lake rainbow trout,” Kudzu said, licking her lips. “Perhaps the best fish in these mountains. You’ll see.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    Once the fish were strung up on the string of leather he kept with him, he turned in the direction of his monastery, and began the long trek back. Moving down was easier than moving up to the sky lake, but it came with its own obstacles, the steepness making it difficult for Danzen to keep his footing. The temperature changed as they descended, and settled when they reached their normal altitude. Sweat pooling under his arms, Danzen removed the tops of his robes and used his sleeves to tie them around his waist, his scarred muscles on full display. 
 
    Danzen jumped high into the air and landed on a column of sandstone, where he balanced for a moment before making it to the next rocky ledge. Kudzu found a different path, the white fox traveling in a spiral until she could join him, to head once again toward the Asura Forest. Were yokai there watching them? Danzen got the sense that something had seen them, and as he looked to the southwest, his eyes spotted a black bird lifting into the air. 
 
    For a moment it seemed as if the black bird had three legs, but it was too fast for Danzen to confirm this in the end. 
 
    Traveling in silence, the string of sky lake rainbow trout occasionally slapping against his body, they continued onward. They paused by a stream to drink, the fresh water tasting of minerals, Danzen washing his face and Kudzu her coat. Sticking his head underwater allowed him to feel alone for a brief second, a way of siloing what he was experiencing. It was equal parts regret and animus, plus a sprinkling of acceptance and dread, Danzen knowing that his father would return again with another request at some point in the future. 
 
    What could he do to stop him? How could he show Tengir Gantulga that he wanted no part in being the ruler of Diyu? The puzzle remained, the pieces even more confusing as it became familial. Either way, his father would win. If Danzen did something like kill himself or get killed in a likely assassin-centric event, he would go to Diyu. And then what? What if it made sense to join at that point rather than be cast down with the demons? He would experience similar results if he continued to fight back, even if he was winning for a while. What then was the solution? 
 
    Danzen knew that he could talk to Kudzu about it, but he wasn’t ready to do that yet; he wanted to see how things would play out. It was obvious that she cared for him, but he knew better than to involve her in something like this. 
 
    Casting his thoughts away, Danzen focused on his movement through the mountains, the heat of day invigorating, his swelling muscles making him feel stronger than ever. They reached his monastery in record timing, Danzen not at all surprised to find Jelmay seated up front in the shade, joined by his mother. 
 
    “Look what the fox dragged in,” Jelmay said as his eyes fell on to the string of fish Danzen was carrying. The bakeneko’s whiskers twitched. “Do I detect sky lake rainbow trout? Do my eyes deceive me? My nose? How wonderful!” He got to his feet and quickly made his way over to Danzen. “I hope you are ready for a celebration.”  
 
    “We do all the hard work, and you do all the eating,” Kudzu said as she offered a curt nod to Danzen’s mother. “Is that your idea of a celebration?” 
 
    “What? Come on. Besides, I brought the booze.” Jelmay returned to where he had been resting and motioned toward a jar full of murky liquid, almost the color of a light honey. 
 
    “That’s not what that looks like.” 
 
    “Made from flowers and dewberries. It has been fermenting for a couple weeks now and is ready.” Jelmay uncapped the jar and took a big whiff of it, the smell of alcohol instantly reaching Danzen. Whatever it was, it smelled incredibly strong. 
 
    “I’m not drinking that,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “Good, because we all know you’re a terrible drunk.” 
 
    “I’m sure you can have a little,” said Shodren. “After all, it is a warm day, and it would be nice to relax with a little liquor. Perhaps we could barbecue the fish in some way, rather than cook them inside the monastery.” 
 
    Yama and Nama, who had been seated on their pedestals, dropped down and approached Danzen, Yama rubbing his body against the side of Danzen’s robes. 
 
    “I know of an excellent way to cook the fish,” Jelmay said. “We’re going to need a hole. Let’s see… who seems the most likely to dig us a nice, deep hole?” He turned to the former assassin. “Looks like you’re up, Pilgrim. Grab a shovel—pretty sure there’s one out back that Khamdo left—and I’ll show you where to dig it. You look like a day laborer anyway without the top part of your robes. Leave the fish there, and Kudzu, don’t eat any of them.” 
 
    “I don’t even know what to say to you,” the white fox huffed. 
 
    “No need to talk. We need to get these fish in the ground now if they’re going to be nice and crisp come dinnertime.” Jelmay turned to the back of the monastery, and looked to Yama. “Do you think he would let me ride him? I’ve always wanted to ride a kona inu.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t push your luck,” Kudzu told him. 
 
    Jelmay shrugged. “Eh, it was worth asking. Pilgrim, you and me, get that shovel and I will show you where to dig the hole. This is going to be so good. Just you wait.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The afternoon grew into evening, the food ready as the sun was beginning to set. The smoked fish was absolutely phenomenal, as were the vegetables they had placed on top, which had absorbed the steam from the underground oven. 
 
    “Time to break out my special elixir,” Jelmay announced to the group once their meal was finished. He stepped into the monastery and returned with a couple polished clay bowls, which Danzen often used as cups. He first poured Shodren a bowl, then Kudzu, which he placed on the ground for her to lap up, one for Danzen, and finally one for himself. The bakeneko raised his paw into the air, the clay saucer held tight by his nails. “Sunyata’s blessings.” 
 
    The alcohol was bitter and strong, Kudzu immediately coughing as it hit her gullet. 
 
    “Wonderful,” Shodren said, her eyes watering. “I’ve had something like this before, in the north. The yokai there make it.” 
 
    “Then those slimy-grimy bastards stole my recipe,” Jelmay said as he went to fill her saucer again. He did so and she readily drank it. 
 
    “That’s enough for me.” 
 
    “Not me,” Jelmay said as he took a swig from the jar, rather than filling his bowl this time. “Pilgrim? Fox?” 
 
    “I’ll have more,” Danzen told him. While it was bitter, there was something interesting about the alcohol’s flavor, something sweet. It also had a warming effect, a wave of relaxation moving down Danzen’s shoulders. The second bowl did the same, calming him even further. There was a blur on his periphery now, the former assassin, who now wore his robes properly, relaxing even further onto the ground, leaning onto the palms of his hands.  
 
    As always, his weapons were nearby, Astra resting in its scabbard, Nomin’s short sword still sheathed at his waist. The urge to examine them came to him and he went for Nomin’s sword first. He withdrew it from its scabbard and closed his eyes for a moment, seeing the outline of the blade on the inside of his eyelids. He ran his finger along the smooth part of the short sword, thinking of the blind assassin as he did so. 
 
    “And that’s enough for you,” Jelmay said, a hint of both caution and humor to his voice. “Don’t need you stabbing anybody.” 
 
    “There is an energy about that blade, isn’t there?” Shodren asked. 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Do you mind if I examine it?” 
 
    He returned the weapon to its scabbard and handed it to his mother. 
 
    “I don’t like this alcohol,” Kudzu announced. 
 
    “Of course you do. And you want some more,” Jelmay told her as he took another drink from the jar. “More!” 
 
    “It’s getting late. I should go…” 
 
    Danzen wanted to say something, to tell Kudzu that she should stay, but in the end he simply watched her stand, smile at the three of them, and disappear behind the monastery. 
 
    “Did she used to stay?” Shodren asked as she continued to examine Nomin’s weapon. Danzen couldn’t see his mother’s face now; her head was tilted forward, a shadow cast over her eyes. 
 
    “She used to sleep in the monastery,” Jelmay said once Danzen didn’t respond to her question. “But since you showed up, she’s been sleeping elsewhere.” 
 
    “I hope I haven’t put her out in some way,” Shodren said. 
 
    “Heh, she’s just being Kudzu.” The bakeneko stood and stretched his arms over his head. “But she’s not wrong. It’s probably best if I get some rest. I’m not going to lie—part of me wants to just roll down this hill to my front door rather than walk. Ho! Can you imagine me doing that?” 
 
    “You could get sick,” Shodren said she returned Danzen’s blade to him. 
 
    “Probably for the better that I don’t. This alcohol is strong. It will creep up on you. I likely shouldn’t drink anymore but…” Jelmay took another pull from the jar. “Might as well take one for the road.” He hiccupped. “In that case, I’ll see you in the morning, Pilgrim. Good night, Shodren.” 
 
    “Be careful,” Shodren called after him. “Are you sure you don’t want one of us to walk down with you?” 
 
    Jelmay waved her concern away. “If something kills me between here and there, then that was my fate. Give my regards to the fox, and if Usagi comes to my funeral, make sure he’s turned away at the door!” 
 
    At some point on his way down, Jelmay fell, Danzen standing to see that the bakeneko indeed rolled for a few legs of the journey, losing his jar of homemade moonshine in the process. 
 
    “You have fascinating friends,” Shodren told him once he rejoined her. 
 
    “They are unique.” 
 
    The two were silent for a moment, both staring out at the Asura Forest, which was a shade of dark blue now, the sun fully set, just the rim of hellacious pink on the horizon. 
 
    “You never answered my question from the other day,” Danzen told her after a long pause. 
 
    “And which question was that?” 
 
    “Why are you really here? I know you mentioned that I was ready to help rebuild Sunyata, but…” Danzen took a deep breath in, once again noticing the effects of the alcohol, and the way it had distorted his vision to some degree. “I feel as if there’s something more.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    “And you should know something.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Shodren asked carefully. 
 
    “Abbot Monpo visited yesterday, as you may recall.” 
 
    She nodded, not unlike a common response from her son, short and to the point. 
 
    “That wasn’t Abbot Monpo.” 
 
    Shodren tilted her head as she looked at him. “Oh? What do you mean?” 
 
    “It was my father.” 
 
    He noticed a brief twitch in her left eye. “Tengir?” 
 
    “Yes. Unbeknownst to me, he disguised himself as Abbot Monpo so he could lure me into the mountains. I thought we were going to bend our echoes, but instead… Instead…” 
 
    “He dares show his face here…” Shodren said, her voice no longer her own, something deep and almost gravelly about it, as if it were being raked over smoldering coals. A bitterness came over her eyes, one Danzen hardly recognized. “So it begins.” 
 
    “So what begins?” 
 
    “He is openly taunting me, son. Reminding me of his power. What did he want? Surely he didn’t want to simply visit his child. He doesn’t care for anything, living or dead.” 
 
    “He wanted me to kill yokai for him,” Danzen said, not mentioning the other part of their conversation in which he’d claimed that they’d been lovers, that Shodren asked Tengir to not take part in his son’s life. 
 
    “Yokai? Why?” 
 
    “Just to prove to him that I could. He is still convinced that I will take his throne. He threatened to disrupt the villagers’ lives if I didn’t do something.” 
 
    “And he would, too,” said Shodren. “He would. He is like that, you know, one who likes to test people, hold arbitrary carrots over their heads to see what they will do, how they will react. So you really want to know why I am here, aside from my ultimate goal of rebuilding Sunyata?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Then I will tell you the truth. I’m here because of him. Danzen, son, I don’t know of anyone in this world who could bring Tengir Gantulga to his knees, who could kill him, aside from you. It’s…” A vein pulsed on the side of her head. “You may not like knowing this, but as I may have hinted at in the past, it is one of the reasons I offered you to the Diyu Brotherhood. It was the only way for you to become strong enough to eventually take on your father.” 
 
    While it should have been clear weeks ago, everything dawned on Danzen in that moment. A new thought came to him, one intermixed with all the things rushing through his mind, fueled by the alcohol Jelmay had brewed. His mother, in her own way, was asking him to do the same thing his father had asked, both sharing a common goal when it came to who Danzen should kill next. 
 
    Whatever happened, it would end with Danzen having blood on his hands, as usual, as it had always been. 
 
    “I need to think about these things,” he finally said as he pressed himself to his feet and turned away from her. 
 
    “Danzen, you must understand, my ultimate goal is to rebuild Sunyata, but to do so your father will likely need to be out of the way. He won’t let me, he won’t let us, rebuild heaven. You do realize that, right? He has total control of the afterlife; if Sunyata were back in the picture, there would be a balance once again. He won’t allow it. You have to understand that.” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. He’d been groomed his entire life to kill, and it now became clear as to why, and how young it had actually started. His mother had left him on the steps of the Brotherhood so long ago simply to lead up to this very moment, one in which she told him of his true purpose in life, at least according to the woman who gave birth to him—kill his father, patricide, and likely in the process kill Nomtoi as well, fratricide. 
 
    It was a lot to take in, Danzen quiet for a moment as he stared out at Genshin Valley, the trees below hiding the secrets of the forest floor, always something left to be uncovered. 
 
    “Speak to me, son. What is going through your mind?” 
 
    “I’m leaving for the west tomorrow,” Danzen said, his voice barely above a whisper. 
 
    “That’s good, you can continue to strengthen your echo, visit other monasteries. Do not be disturbed by my appearance here. I mean only to help you. The world needs Sunyata, those villagers who you care about so deeply, they need heaven. All of them will go to Diyu unless you do something. And perhaps the only way to do something would be to take control of the afterlife from your father. He won’t go down without a fight, you know that right? And you aren’t strong enough as of yet to do anything about him. Nor is your brother, Nomtoi. I know all this may come as a shock, but trust me, it will all make sense in the end. Together, we will rebuild Sunyata.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen didn’t know whom to believe any longer. It was clear his father and his mother both had something to gain from the relationship with him, and both wanted something that he wasn’t exactly prepared to give them. Did he want to see his father removed from the throne? Danzen hadn’t really thought about this. He had no real qualms with his father up until a day ago. 
 
    Now things were different. 
 
    His father was going to try to manipulate the trajectory of his life, and Danzen had no idea what their next encounter would be like, or what Tengir Gantulga would ask him to do. There was no telling what he would hold over his head the next time. 
 
    And then there was his mother, who thought that killing his father would restore order, create a balance. Again a manipulation. She even left him to become a trained killer for this very reason. If he were able to remove his father from the throne, what would she do? And what about the other way he had heard about when it came to rebuilding Sunyata? Could he simply collect remnants and do something that way? 
 
    It wasn’t easy to sleep that night, Danzen choosing to rest outside on a blanket, his two stone lion dogs lying near him. He was anxious to leave Genshin Valley, to have a chance to gather his thoughts. Before his mother had gone inside, they discussed his plans, and she promised he would have a place to stay at her nunnery outside of Odval. She would remain at his monastery, as Shodren had begun integrating herself with the village, and planned to do more of it as she reintroduced the practice of bending one’s echo to this region of the world. 
 
    She also admitted that it kept her close to his father, Shodren convinced that she’d be able to keep an eye on him, even though Danzen knew how hard it was to breach the barrier of Diyu. There was more there, he knew it, but he didn’t want to press her any longer about her relationship with Tengir Gantulga, or what had actually happened to her. His father had claimed that their time together was mutual, but Danzen didn’t believe him. Sadly, he was now wary to what his mother was saying as well, not wanting to be a pawn in her game either. 
 
    The time in the west would give him a moment of solitude, even if he would likely be joined by Jelmay and Kudzu. He could think about what he would do going forward, perhaps he could eventually tell his two yokai companions the crossroads he had come to. On top of this, Danzen knew he was still being hunted, and it would be wise of him to lure potential assassins away from the valley. He wasn’t worried about his mother in this regard. They’d already spoken about this, and she said that she could protect herself, that she was much better with her echo than she let on. 
 
    He didn’t press her any further. 
 
    The morning sun offered a glimpse of the day to come, one that would be bright, one that would eradicate the dark until it came creeping back again as it always did. It was inevitable, as was the future clash of not only Danzen’s life choices, but the decisions he would make over the coming weeks. 
 
    Better to get away. 
 
    He brought fresh water up from the well, and waited until his mother was awake to begin packing. One thing he hoped to do before setting off was to update his field diary, which he did while his mother made a simple breakfast, Danzen adding the description from one of his books about both the kappa and the yamachichi. 
 
    Yamachichi are rare yokai known to pay visits to households late at night and steal a person’s breath. Descendants from bats, they resemble monkeys with pointed mouths and large lips. They breed rapidly and are known to create underground hives, which must be eradicated to stop the yamachichi from spreading. 
 
    There was more information in The Night Parade of Genshin Valley Yokai book for Danzen to sink his teeth into regarding the kappa: 
 
    Kappa are known to reside in and around rivers, lakes, cisterns, and waterways, and have also gone by the name kawako. They are mostly aquatic, a reptilian humanoid yokai that can grow to the size of a child. Aside from beaks, they have strong shells on their backs and webbed hands and feet, allowing them to swim faster. Their skin can range in color from green to red and they are said to have three anuses, which allow them to pass three times as much gas as a normal human. The dish-like depression and top of their skulls contains within it a powerful elixir which they excrete, and many protect this liquid with a customized hat they make out of metal. They are proud and stubborn yokai known to eat almost anything, and they particularly enjoy organ meat. 
 
    With his field diary updated, Danzen prepared to leave.  
 
    He packed up his burlap sack as well as his satchel, bringing a spare set of robes as well as his sugawara armor. He didn’t bring his helmet, but he did pack a few other loose ends including some items he would need for wilderness survival. Danzen put his gauntleted blades on, and was just retrieving his Blade of Darkness when he heard some commotion at the front of the monastery. He left his bedroom to find Shodren speaking to Dalan the hermit, Danzen suspicious of the older man for a moment. Could it be his father? There really was no way of telling, and even if Dalan showed every sign of being human, including the memories of Danzen’s recent visit, he was still suspicious. 
 
    About the time that hermit showed up, Kudzu appeared, and seeing that Danzen was ready to go, she entered the monastery to change into her human form and get her sword as well, Kudzu reemerging in Danzen’s robes, the sleeves rolled up.  
 
    “Anyway, it was nice seeing you,” Dalan told Shodren once they had all gathered around him. “I’m off to visit Eva, my sister, in Chutham. If you need anything, please don’t hesitate to ask. I will bring it by on my way back to the mountains.” 
 
    “I can’t think of anything at the moment,” Shodren said, “but I’ll probably be reminded of something after you leave. Oh well. I will be going to town today anyway to meet with some of the villagers, and if it comes to me, I will grab it then.” She turned to her son. “Good luck on your journey north. As I told you last night, the nunnery outside of Odval is open to you and your companions.” She retrieved a letter from the inside of her robes. “Give this to the head nun, Menya, and do keep in mind what we have talked about.” 
 
    Danzen took the letter from his mother and placed it in his satchel. 
 
    “Menya will be able to point you in the right direction if you’re interested in visiting some of the shrines in the mountains outside the nunnery. I’ve left her a note as to what you are hoping to do in the north, your interest in larger remnants. I know we haven’t spoken as much about that as we should, but it is, perhaps another way…” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “I will be here when you return,” she said, “so please don’t worry about me. Khamdo and Temur will be stopping by as well, and I know they care about this place and you, and I suppose as an extension, me. Good luck, son.” 
 
    Danzen nodded, and soon, he was heading down the hill with Kudzu and Dalan. 
 
    “We could always leave him behind,” Kudzu said as she spotted Jelmay’s home, which was mostly concealed by lush foliage. 
 
    “We could,” said Danzen. 
 
    “You should always bring a bakeneko with you when you can; I heard they’re lucky.” 
 
    Kudzu laughed at Dalan’s suggestion. “That’s one way of putting it.” 
 
    Jelmay stepped outside of his home in Dalan’s form. Seeing that the hermit had joined them, he quickly morphed into the nondescript blonde-haired man he seemed to take from time to time. “That is, unless you want to twin,” he told Dalan with a smile on his face. 
 
    “I believe one hermit coming from the mountains with a sack full of herbs is enough,” Dalan told him. “I do have to make a stop along the way to Chutham, in the First District. I hope you don’t mind. And please, don’t let me get in the way. You don’t need to accompany me if you don’t want to.” 
 
    Jelmay waved his concern away. “We have all the time in the world.” 
 
    “Not if we want to leave Tudan tonight,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “You worry too much, and to be fair, or rather, to be honest: I need to eat something. Here’s an idea. Perhaps we could stop by Sarnai’s home…” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” said Kudzu. 
 
    “Ahem, I wouldn’t mind stopping by her place either,” Dalan said quietly. 
 
    Jelmay grinned. “See? He gets it. Now wait here, I need to get my sword. We’re going on an adventure, and there’s no telling who or what is going to need a quick stabbing.”

  

 
   
    Part Three 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen Ravja, his yokai companions, and Dalan the hermit shared a meal at Sarnai’s with the woman and her husband, a meal in which a variety of topics were discussed, mostly revolving around the changes happening in the Third District and some disputes with the Second District which had recently arisen. She also told them that Elder Sonders wanted more security, that he was currently recruiting for a militia to be led by Shedrup. Predictably, the new recruits were finding it difficult to work with his nephew, Shedrup very particular when it came to people that would work under him. 
 
    “He is trying,” Sarnai said as they neared the completion of their meal. “But he still can’t shake the past. I don’t blame him. He lost his family, you know. That has to be hard, I know because… I was close myself.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. He had heard the story before about Shedrup’s wife and child being slaughtered by bandits at his monastery. It was what drove the man to drink, among other things.  
 
    In the midst of cleaning up, Sarnai invited the four of them to stay for tea, but Dalan said he had an ill client to visit in the First District, one that required his immediate enough attention. Soon, they were saying their goodbyes, Danzen waiting for the others to catch up with Dalan as he turned to Khamdo. 
 
    “Please keep an eye on my mother. I know she says she is fine, but I would appreciate it.” 
 
    “I can certainly do that,” the carpenter told him. “I believe by the time you return, she will be quite active in the community. People here are starting to warm up to her.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Danzen caught up to his companions, Dalan and Jelmay having a heated debate on a particular yokai known as a hainu. It was a stupid debate, revolving around if they were winged dogs, or winged wolves, Jelmay claiming they were the latter while Dalan maintained that they were dogs. 
 
    Their conversation did give Danzen a moment to pull his field diary out of his satchel and see if the abbot who once inhabited his monastery had written about this particular yokai. Sure enough, he found a passage on the carnivorous being: 
 
    Hainu are winged dogs that can be as menacing as wolves. They can also be loyal and tamed. On one fateful spring day in the valley, when an army from Arsi invaded Chutham, a winged dog appeared between Chutham and Suja Village, which only had one district at the time. The dog attacked travelers, livestock disappeared, and soon the hunting party was created to kill the creature, the hunting party all slaughtered in one night. It took a militia from Chutham to subdue the beast. To do so, the militia force trapped it in a ring of fire and struck its wings with arrows so it couldn’t fly away. A mound was erected on its behalf, but has since been forgotten. 
 
    Another story tells of that very same group being aided by a hainu once they were attacked by Arsi forces. The men that were alive ran into the Asura Forest, and would have certainly been killed had it not been for a hainu that flew out to distract their pursuers, the yokai circling in the air above them while the militia got away. This hainu was eventually killed by the Arsi archers, and also has a mound erected in its honor between Chutham and Suja Village, which has since been forgotten. 
 
    Danzen quietly put his field diary away.  
 
    He kept his thoughts to himself as he normally did, once again contemplating just how integrated yokai were in the history of Genshin Valley. It was sad that so much of the old lore had been lost to war and poor record-keeping. A lot of this seemed to be because of the fall of Sunyata, which caused a dark period to befall the Kishu Kingdom, one in which monasteries and shrines were razed to the ground, information being forgotten by both purpose and mistake, their world forever changing. There had to be a history book somewhere about it, and perhaps Elder Sonders’ library was a good place to start. Truth be told, Danzen would visit more often, but Shedrup continued his hostilities, and while he was certain he could take the man if it came down to it, he didn’t want it to come down to it.  
 
    There would likely come a time when Danzen would need Shedrup on his side. 
 
    They reached the First District and bid farewell to Dalan, who suggested they stop by Eva’s place if they had a moment, that surely she would like to see them. The odds of them having time for a visit were slim: they needed to get to Tudan, and from there, on the next boat to Arsi. 
 
    “And you are sure we can’t just go to Arsi on foot?” Kudzu asked as they left Dalan in the First District, the three now moving onto the stretch of road that separated Chutham from Suja Village. Danzen spotted the first garrison up ahead, the guards changing positions as they neared the stronghold.  
 
    “On foot? Why would we do something stupid like that?” Jelmay asked her. As they approached the guards in front of the garrison, he waved at them in a cordial way and continued taking apart Kudzu’s question: “We have Pilgrim here to deal with the general public, which means we will get a nice cabin, and obviously, if any funding issues ever arise, I’ll handle it. I can’t see a reason why we would go on foot, or in a carriage, or horseback, for that matter. Doesn’t it make more sense to travel in style? Doesn’t it make more sense to travel in relation to our economic level?” Jelmay drummed his hands against the front of his clothing. “What’s the point in all this kip anyway if we’re not going to spend it?” 
 
    “It’s just not my idea of a nice trip.” 
 
    Jelmay shrugged. “This isn’t about you, it’s about Pilgrim and his journey. Isn’t that right?” When Danzen didn’t respond, he continued. “Think about it, the sooner we get to the north, the sooner we can check on his mother’s nunnery, perhaps visit some shrines, and escape the heat of the valley. And don’t worry, Pilgrim, I know you have other reasons for going west, but we can handle those later, after some rest. If you ask me, it is a win-win situation for all of us. And hopefully, we will come across a few fools keen on losing their hard-earned kip. That would be ideal.” 
 
    “Why do you insist on exploiting people and gambling?” 
 
    “I don’t know, why do you insist on running away every night from Pilgrim’s monastery because you don’t like his mother? It’s just who I am.” 
 
    “What? That’s not why I leave,” she hissed. 
 
    “Could have fooled me. And there’s no need to get embarrassed.” 
 
    “I’m not embarrassed.” 
 
    “You are in your human form, remember?” Jelmay reminded her. “Your cheeks are red.” 
 
    Kudzu touched her face. She narrowed her eyes on the bakeneko and took a few steps forward so they wouldn’t be able to see her face any longer.  
 
    Jelmay turned to the former assassin. “We all have our issues, am I right?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t reply. 
 
    With Kudzu a few feet ahead of them now, Jelmay slowed into a nice leisurely pace at the back of the group, Danzen finding himself between the two of them. He wasn’t planning on saying something about their bickering; by this point he was used to it, and it wasn’t actually that bad for the most part. But he definitely didn’t want them to be at each other’s throats for the entire trip, especially as he didn’t yet know where they would be spending most of their time. Sure, there would be the boat ride to Arsi, and then either carriages or horses to the outskirts of Odval, but there would come a point when they would have to find a place to stay, and he hoped that the two would be able to get along when that time finally came. 
 
    He was glad for the silence that fell over the group, Danzen tuning back into his environment, noticing that the dirt road beneath his feet was a little springy, not quite muddy, but not far off, the path marred by wagon wheels. Monsoon season was over, but it didn’t mean there weren’t occasional showers, and unlike the north, where he knew it would be drier, Genshin Valley was fertile for a reason, and that reason came from its frequent rainstorms.  
 
    The air smelled of soil, and it was less crisp than it had been in the mountains, where Danzen had encountered his father. There was a subtle glaze of clouds overhead, their forms thin enough for the sunlight to pass through then, Danzen definitely feeling the heat by the time they reached the halfway point, marked by yet another garrison. 
 
    He recalled what he had read earlier about the winged dogs known as hainu. He wondered where their mounds were, and how many other relics like them were hidden between Chutham and Suja Village. Maybe this was the reason to hear his mother out, her plan to rebuild Sunyata. Aside from what she had said about Danzen dealing with his father by taking his throne, she had to have some idea of how heaven could be reformed through the collection of remnants. Would this be a way to connect people to the past? Danzen had the sense that if he were actually able to pull it off, it would not only change his world for good, but rebuilding Sunyata perhaps would shed new light on what happened when it fell, which would hopefully prevent something like that from ever happening again. 
 
    About an hour before they would reach Chutham, Danzen joined Kudzu, Jelmay still about ten feet behind them. The bakeneko was just calling out to them when the air suddenly filled with smoke. Danzen knew what it was before he could get his blade out.  
 
    “Get down!” he told Kudzu, his command also meant for Jelmay, even if his Demon Speak power didn’t work on them. It was instinctual at that point; but since he knew exactly what it was, and the two of them may have been unaware, Danzen had to prepare his companions for whatever was to come. 
 
    It was a bold move to try to attack him during broad daylight. 
 
    He barely had time to bring Nomin’s sword up as a blade appeared in front of him, another one coming up from the side, Danzen marking this attacker as a swordsman with two weapons. He dared not kick his foot forward, the darkened smoke now to the point that it was filling his lungs, Danzen unable to see more than a few inches in front of his face. A battle cry to his left signaled a female assassin, Danzen instantly recognizing in her action that she was a student. 
 
    Someone who had been thoroughly trained wouldn’t have given their position away like that, not under smokescreen, and certainly not against an assassin like Danzen. 
 
    To get a better vantage point, he sent a burst of energy into his legs and shot up into the air. For a brief moment, Danzen was able to see that smoke was coming from a series of ceramic barrels along the outer rim of the trail, ceramic barrels all connected by a rope likely pulled by someone behind… a tree. 
 
    He spotted a man with a spear as he started to come back down, the assassin hunched over, preparing to strike. The man was clad in dark-blue clothing and had a mask on his face similar to the one that Thane wore, Danzen’s former teacher. 
 
    It all made sense to him now: these were Thane’s students, and they had come for revenge. 
 
    A whirlwind of attacks followed once Danzen landed back in the smoke, the former assassin blocking every incoming strike with calculated precision. His current assailant was the female; he could tell by the strength of her attacks, the woman wearing gauntleted blades just like Thane had.  
 
    Sending Nomin’s sword back to its scabbard, Danzen closed his eyes, grabbed his boomerang sword, and tossed it forward. He lifted his hand and Astra returned, blood on its tip. The smoke wasn’t a distraction for someone who could sense movement through people’s echoes. His eyes still clenched shut, Danzen saw that he had struck his first assailant, the one wielding dual blades. His female assailant was a few feet off to his right, and the assassin with the spear was still holding back, Danzen assuming that they had decided that the spearman would be the final opponent if the first two were cut down. 
 
    Three in total, by no means a challenge for someone like Danzen.  
 
    It was a pity. 
 
    He didn’t know their history or who they were, yet they had decided to risk their lives to kill someone that was half-human and half-demon, a seasoned opponent well out of their league. Surely Thane would have told them about his power; even so, they had made the foolhardy decision to try to kill Danzen. Perhaps that was why the spearman was hanging on the outskirts, for the moment when one of them was finally able to draw blood. 
 
    But Danzen wasn’t going to let that happen. 
 
    In a quick gesture, he removed his satchel and his burlap sack, lightening the load a little so he could focus on combat. He didn’t know if the smoke had started to clear or not, and he really didn’t care. With his eyes closed, it didn’t matter. 
 
    The man with dual swords had been struck by Astra, but his armor had prevented Danzen’s blow from being fatal, Danzen able to see the wound as he zipped forward while gripping Astra with both hands. 
 
    His assailant managed to bring both of his swords up at the very last moment to meet his attack, his weapons shaped like a pair of butcher knives but longer, flat on the end. He grunted as he tried for an attack that would have driven both blades across the front of Danzen’s abdomen had he not been incredibly fast. He could tell now why Thane had taken on this particular student—he was ballsy.  
 
    Danzen jumped back, and as he did he saw movement to his right, the female assassin shooting toward him with her gauntleted blades. Danzen pivoted around her attack and sent his heel to the top of her back, momentum sending the woman tumbling. He met the dual swordsman again, the brute short in stature, all power as the two shoved each other for a moment, their blades pressed together. 
 
    But Thane’s student didn’t have demon blood. 
 
    Danzen quickly overwhelmed the dual swordsman, using the oldest trick in the book as he took the man’s feet out from beneath him. A small part of him didn’t want to actually kill the three assassins, not yet. It was clear they weren’t ready to take on someone like him, yet he knew that if he let any of them live, their thirst for revenge would only grow. There was his Demon Speak power, but with their masks he couldn’t yet tell if they were blocking their ears in some way. 
 
    It was a conundrum, one Danzen had found himself in before. One not dissimilar to how he felt about Soko. 
 
    Unfortunately, this was who he was, and as Danzen parried the female assassin’s next attack, his opening became clearer than ever. She was angry, fighting in a way that left her vulnerable, and while her strikes were precise, she lacked the finesse she needed to actually land them.  
 
    More training, and Danzen would have been in for a longer fight. But this wasn’t the case, and it wasn’t a second later that he had blocked her attack and sent his blade into the side of her stomach, the woman letting out a gasp as she realized he had stabbed her. 
 
    He swiftly withdrew Astra and she hit the ground. 
 
    Danzen opened his eyes to see the smoke had started to clear, the former assassin feeling like he was just getting warmed up. He prepared to address the other two, and was surprised at the true display of cowardice that happened next. The two male assassins were already in the process of retreating, both close to a hundred feet away from Danzen now, the dual swordsman nursing his wound as the other helped him pull back. 
 
    “Should we go after them?” Jelmay asked.  
 
    The bakeneko stood on the outer perimeter of the battle with Kudzu, both of them with blades drawn, Kudzu with an almost apologetic look on her face. Danzen didn’t expect his companions to join him in this particular fight; it was actually better that they had gotten out of the way, which allowed him full range of motion. 
 
    “Who were they?” Kudzu asked, only for the look of realization to splash across her eyes. “I… I know exactly who they are.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. “Thane’s students, as he promised.” 
 
    “Three of them, yes.” 
 
    “And this one is still alive.” Jelmay crouched near the young female assassin, who was trying to hold herself up yet couldn’t because of the wound Danzen had given her. She had black hair pulled back into a ponytail; her mask, completely white like Soko’s, was now off-center.  
 
    “Kill me,” the female assassin said, her voice haggard. “Kill me now.” 
 
    “You’re asking the wrong guy. I’m not really the killing type, at least not when I don’t have to,” Jelmay told her.  
 
    “Stop talking. End this!” 
 
    “Stop talking? Ha! You do realize how stupid your little endeavor here was, don’t you?” The female assassin flinched at him, which caused Jelmay to stumble backward. He landed on his rear and pushed himself back up. “Well, ask and you shall receive. Pilgrim, she’s all yours.” 
 
    “Finish it,” the woman said through gritted teeth. 
 
    Danzen sheathed his blade after wiping some excess blood on the inner sleeve of his robe. He figured he’d get new robes later. 
 
    “What… what do you plan to do with me?” The young woman looked up to him, and even though her mask cast a slight shadow over her eyes, he could still see the fear in her pupils. 
 
    Danzen exchanged glances with Kudzu, who still had her sword drawn. He then looked at Jelmay, who nodded his head forward, a gesture encouraging Danzen to finish the job. 
 
    “You are going to lead me to them, and tell us everything you know,” he finally said, summoning his Demon Speak ability.  
 
    There had to be a way to have mercy in all of this. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The female assassin looked at Danzen with bewilderment, an indication that his power had worked. She couldn’t have been older than twenty-one years of age, and there was no way that she had trained hard enough to not be influenced by his unique power, echo knowledge or not. 
 
    “What about her wound?” Jelmay asked, uncertainty in his voice. It was clear the bakeneko had expected Danzen to end the woman’s suffering, that whatever Danzen was doing was not part of the plan, at least according to him. 
 
    “She won’t die from it,” was all Danzen said in reply.  
 
    There was no sense in launching into an explanation of the angle at which he had stabbed her, and the hours upon hours, months upon months, of sword training Danzen underwent to be able to push his blade through someone’s body and not actually kill them, to strike someone without puncturing an internal organ, especially while the person was in motion.  
 
    The woman would recover from her wound in due time. 
 
    The female assassin slowly sat up and as she did so, she used one hand to support herself, her other hand placed upon her wound. “What have you done to my mind?” she asked carefully. 
 
    “I think we got off on the wrong foot,” said Jelmay as he stepped in front of Danzen. “Let’s start with the basics: what is your name?” 
 
    “My name?” she asked. “What does it matter to you?” 
 
    “It matters a great deal. What am I supposed to call you?” the bakeneko asked her. “Girl Assassin? Well, you’re not really a girl, but not far off. Names are important. So, what’s yours?” 
 
    “I’m… I’m Yato,” she said as she lowered her head some, a couple strands of her dark hair flitting across her white mask. 
 
    “Yato, huh? That’s an old name, a good one too. Could be for man or woman, right? Anyway, in case you were wondering, I’m Jelmay. This beautiful white fox—well, she’s a woman right now—is Kudzu, and this strappingly scarred middle-aged assassin behind me is none other than the man, the myth, the killer, and the legend himself, Pilgrim. He has a real name, which I’m guessing you may already know, but you can just call him Pilgrim. Everyone else does. He’s quite popular around here, you know?”  
 
    Now that she was able to sit, Yato reached her hand up to her face and secured her mask. Unlike her two companions, her mask only covered down to the bridge of her nose, black paint smeared over the lower half of her face and lips. 
 
    “Something’s wrong,” she said carefully. “What have you done to my mind?” 
 
    “This isn’t going to work,” Kudzu told Danzen. “Unless… you can’t completely wipe her memories as to why she originally came here, can you?” 
 
    They were interrupted by someone coming up the road behind them, Danzen and Kudzu looking back to find Dalan the old hermit, who was walking at a much faster pace now that he encountered his companions huddled around an injured woman. 
 
    “What happened here?” he asked. A hint of understanding painted across the hermit’s weatherbeaten face as he looked from Danzen to the wounded woman. 
 
    “I’ll catch him up.” Kudzu joined the hermit, the two with their backs to Yato for the time being as they discussed what had happened. 
 
    Once he understood, Dalan launched into action. “We have to do something about that wound,” he said as he approached the female assassin. “You are losing too much blood.” 
 
    “You did this,” Yato said, her eyes narrowing on Danzen. “You tried to kill me.” 
 
    This caused Jelmay to laugh. “First of all, if he had wanted to kill you, you’d be deader than dead. So let’s get that straight. And not to come off as rude here, but what did you expect? Did you really think that a little smoke attack in broad daylight was going to take down the world’s best assassin, retired or not? By the time he was your age, Pilgrim had probably already killed a thousand people. I don’t know. Is that right, Pilgrim? Maybe more. These are the big leagues here, kid.” 
 
    Danzen ignored Jelmay. While it was entirely within his wheelhouse to truly disrupt her memory, he hadn’t told Yato to forget what had happened; he had merely told her that she would lead them to her companions, and that she would explain what she knew to Danzen. This, among other things, was one of the reasons Yato continued to be on edge, her bewilderment mixed with a tainted understanding of the events that had just gone down. 
 
    “Please allow him to examine your wound,” Danzen finally told her. 
 
    Yato glanced quickly from Danzen to Dalan, and back to the former assassin. “What is this? What have you done to my mind?” 
 
    “Allow him to examine your wound,” Danzen said, once again falling back on his Demon Speak ability. 
 
    Yato, who wore a light armor over her robes, began to remove the portion near the wound. As soon as she did, Dalan got to work, but not before Danzen also instructed the woman to remove her gauntleted blades. He wanted to be sure that she didn’t try anything else. 
 
    “Your strike was certainly precise,” Dalan said as he used a clean swath of fabric to blot away the blood. He had Yato put pressure on it, then he applied an ointment. Not much was said as he began stitching it up, Yato still with a troubled grimace on the part of her face that was visible. 
 
    Danzen was glad no one had passed during the time it took Dalan to see to Yato’s wound, not a patrol, nor a group of merchants. The road between Suja Village and Chutham was surprisingly quiet. He was also glad to have a moment to think about how this would play out, what he was going to do with Yato going forward. 
 
    One thing was for certain—he had to rewire her brain just a little more. 
 
    Dalan stepped away, and as he did Danzen offered Yato his hand. “You will not kill me; you will not attack me or my companions.” 
 
    “I understand,” Yato said obediently, even if there was a hint of agitation and rise. She had no control over what Danzen was able to do, but he still wanted to give her some semblance of free will, which was why he didn’t reconstruct her thoughts completely, or attempt to do something to how she felt emotionally. “You have worked my mind in some way, haven’t you?” she asked. “Master Thane said you were able to do this.” 
 
    “I have,” he told her.  
 
    Yato took a step forward, wincing at her recently stitched-up wound. Her two weapons were on the ground and Jelmay stood before them, the bakeneko still with a skeptical look on his face. Danzen didn’t turn to see how Kudzu was taking this, but he assumed it was with skepticism as well. 
 
    “You’ve told me not to kill you,” Yato said as she began putting the pieces together, “and I don’t believe I would be able to even if I tried at this point. That was my original intention, you knew that. I came here to avenge Master Thane.” 
 
    “Which is understandable.” 
 
    “Because you killed him,” she said, her eyes flaring with anger. “You did so before my training was complete.” 
 
    “It had to be done. It’s not what I wanted, nor do I want you or your companions to die. This is why you will lead me to them. I will spare their lives and reset their intentions as well. From that point forward, I don’t care what you decide to do. If you continue along the path you’ve chosen, or you select another—it’s up to you. Maybe by then you will see why it is important to really think about what you would like to become.” 
 
    “Master Thane saved my life…”  
 
    “I’m sure he did. He was a good instructor, and I was a student as well so I can attest to that. But he came for me, be it for the challenge or the monetary reward, and the same power used to stop you would not work on him. His echo was too strong.” 
 
    “You killed him. I don’t need…” She took another step forward, now just inches away from Danzen, glaring up at him. “I don’t need you dictating my life with your demonic powers.” 
 
    “No, you really don’t. Lead me to your companions, I will prevent them from dying as well, and then as I said, the three of you can do whatever you would like with their lives. You have my word. But I can’t have people stalking me and trying to kill me.” 
 
    She shook her head. “We… we have a new teacher now, one that will not accept defeat.”  
 
    “And who is that?” 
 
    “Master Soko.” 
 
    Danzen felt his heart sink.  
 
    Of course Soko was somehow involved in this. His power didn’t work against her, and the only way to prevent her from trying to kill him, or injuring the people he cared for, or training new assassins to seek Danzen’s head, was to end Soko’s life. He also realized something he would examine in more detail later: Soko had sent them to their death. 
 
    “Well, that little tidbit of information certainly complicates things,” Jelmay said, Kudzu nodding in agreement. 
 
    “Where is Soko?” Danzen asked after a long pause. 
 
    Yato looked like she wanted to withhold information; she even squinted some, as if this would stop her from answering, but she was unable to prevent the words coming out of her mouth. “Arsi.” 
 
    “She has stayed in the city even with what happened at the Paper Lantern Festival?” Kudzu asked. “Insanity.” 
 
    Yato nodded. “That’s where we first met her, Arsi. Master Thane had us briefly train with her months ago, and he told us that if he died trying to kill you, that we should regroup with her. We traveled to Arsi, and waited until night came. It wasn’t hard to find her after that.” 
 
    “So the two men that were with you would likely be going back to her? Is that what you are suggesting?” Jelmay asked. “Because that would make the most sense to me.” 
 
    “Tensei and Sonin, yes, we were instructed to return to her if any of us lived through our encounter.” 
 
    “She sent you to die,” Kudzu said, barely hiding the disdain in her voice. “You do realize that, right?” 
 
    “There were three of us.” 
 
    This statement caused Jelmay to laugh out loud. “Three of you against him? There might as well have been sixteen. The number doesn’t matter. And I’m sure that Master Thane, and if not him, Soko, told you what happens when Pilgrim here bleeds. How were you going to contend with that? Do you even understand what that looks like? Say it with me: ‘Soko sent me to die.’ She doesn’t want to deal with the three of you. That seems like her, right, Pilgrim? She didn’t seem like the type that plays nice with others. Use your power on her so she says it. ‘Soko sent me to die.’ I want her to understand the truth here.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t reply. While Jelmay was right, Soko wasn’t the type to take in a student, a very small part of him carried with it a glimmer of hope that she had changed over the years, even though he knew this part of him was completely at odds with reality. 
 
    “See, he agrees with me,” Jelmay said, continuing onward as always. “When he’s quiet, it means he agrees with me. She sent the three of you here to die, and your two assassin mates got away. If you ask me, it is pretty disloyal of them to simply leave you here. Unless they’re watching us somehow,” he said, looking off into the distance. “But I don’t smell them. Fox?” 
 
    Kudzu shook her head. 
 
    “Which means they have gone back to Arsi. Or do you think they would regroup in Chutham?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    “Arsi,” Yato finally said. 
 
    “Ahem, maybe it is best if I don’t get involved with this,” Dalan the hermit said, interrupting the conversation. “I believe I will continue on to Chutham, and I will leave this ointment with you,” he told Yato as he handed her a small wooden container. “Continue to apply it to the outside of the wound. It will help with the scar. You will need to remove the stitches at some point…” 
 
    She nodded. “I can do that myself.” 
 
    “Good. In that case, I will let the four of you do whatever it is you need to do. Pilgrim, please stop by Eva’s place if you need anything. Perhaps after you have come to an acceptable conclusion regarding this, um, small infraction. I would prefer not to bring more assassins to her doorstep, not in Eva’s condition.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Danzen told him. “And we will stop by at a later date.” 
 
    The hermit bid farewell to the group and continued on, leaving Danzen with his two yokai companions and Yato. 
 
    “If they went to Arsi, then they have quite a head start on us now, especially if they had horses nearby.” 
 
    “They did,” Yato told Jelmay. “We did.” 
 
    The bakeneko bobbed his head left and right for a moment. “Maybe it’s best if we move a bit slower than them, so we can ambush the two when they finally meet with Soko.” 
 
    “Ambush?” Yato glanced back to Danzen. 
 
    “I told you that I would prefer not to kill them, but I will have to deal with Soko,” he told her. “An ambush may be the only logical way forward.” 
 
    “What he’s trying to say is that you are coming with us to Arsi, that you’re going to behave yourself, and hopefully, you and your two friends will survive this in the end,” Jelmay said. “Now, you need to make yourself presentable. Take off that mask, wash away the black paint, and try to smile for once. You’re about to be traveling in luxury. Isn’t that right, Pilgrim?” As usual, Danzen didn’t respond. “See what I mean? You can take a silence as a ‘yes.’”


  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was important to be on high alert as Danzen and his companions, including the clearly disturbed Yato, made their way through the large village of Chutham. They passed Selden’s Emporium, the shops, and the brewery. It wasn’t long before they reached the outer rim of the city, and onto the road that led to the outpost known as Tudan.  
 
    They traveled behind a wagon for a spell, the man walking beside it occasionally whipping the hindquarters of a pair of oxen and whistling as he did so, the day increasingly warm, no cloud coverage for the time being. 
 
    “I guess this is as good of a time as any to announce that we’re going to need some money,” Jelmay told the group once they passed the wagon, the sun at a point in the sky in which Danzen had to use the hood of his robes to shield his eyes. “True, I probably should have mentioned that earlier.” 
 
    “Money? I thought you had kip,” Kudzu told him. “You always have a wad in your vest.” 
 
    “Well, theoretically, I do have kip in a bank somewhere, that ‘somewhere’ being Arsi and a couple other places across the kingdom, including Sainshand. And to be fair, I did have a little back at my house, but I buried it, because I figured I would need it later.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious. You were the one bragging about how we were going to be traveling in luxury, and you didn’t even bring any money?” 
 
    “We are, but I’m going to need an hour or so in Tudan to make that happen. Just trust me here.” 
 
    Kudzu stopped and turned to Jelmay, waiting for him to catch up to her. Danzen, who was at the back of the group with Yato, stopped as well. The female assassin hadn’t said anything since they passed through the city, and as Jelmay had suggested, Yato had done what she could to clean the black paint she used as part of her disguise.  
 
    Danzen noticed right away that Yato’s face carried the exuberance of youth until he reached her eyes, which held a dullness, or perhaps an apathy stemming from what she had experienced in her life thus far. Yato was beautiful in her own way, but it was a troubled beauty, one that did little to match her killer instincts. 
 
    As they waited for Kudzu and Jelmay to finish their heated discussion, Danzen shifted his burlap bag to his other shoulder, Yato’s gauntleted blades inside. While she wasn’t going to be able to kill him, he still had taken precautions, and would be keeping her weapons for the time being. 
 
    “It’s just so irresponsible. You were the one who was hyping up how we were going to be traveling, and now you’re telling us that you don’t have any money. Really, Jelmay?” 
 
    “Just because we don’t have any kip at this very moment, doesn’t mean that we won’t have some soon. I can get kip, easy; you know that; Pilgrim certainly knows it and he trusts my instincts. Besides, we’re going to Tudan. I practically run that place when it comes to gambling.” 
 
    “Do you now? If I recall, last time we went to Tudan, we had to drag you out of a gambler’s den.” 
 
    “Drag me? I was up a fairly substantial amount when you showed up, but you probably don’t even remember that part. Safe to say, you cost me even more by coming to ‘rescue’ me than if you had just left me alone.” 
 
    “Then what happened to all of that kip? Surely you weren’t able to squander it away so quickly. Where did it go?” 
 
    “First, that’s not really any of your business. But if you must know, I buried it. Look, I don’t know if I’m going to make it through all of this, what we will inevitably do, but if I do, that money will be my retirement plan. Or, I will just spend it when we get back to Genshin Valley on frivolous things, maybe some meat, and possibly a few renovations. It would be nice to have a study at my home, maybe even a little fox shed for when you want to escape Mother Pilgrim. And aside from all that, I wanted to challenge myself, to see what I could scrounge up along the way.” 
 
    Kudzu sighed miserably. “Why do you always have to complicate things?” 
 
    “I’m not complicating things. It’s not like we have a set schedule or anything. We’re simply going to get revenge for ol’ Pilgrim here, and then head north past Odval where we will relax at a nunnery until I get bored of that and need city life again. Simple, right? Beat the heat, have a good time. Who wouldn’t want a summer like that?” 
 
    “I thought you wanted to leave tonight…” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Jelmay assured her, “we are still going to be able to leave tonight, I promise. We’ll be on the last ship to go out; you have my word. And not only that, we will be in the best room possible. Another promise. With the best food. Yet another promise. But, we’re going to need to get some kip between now and then, unless we want to rely solely on Pilgrim’s demon power. Relatedly, you know what would make gambling much easier…” 
 
    “I’m not taking part in your gambling,” Danzen told him. 
 
    “Bah, I figured as much. It was worth a shot, though. I’m just saying: that Demon Speak power of yours could really come in handy, but fine, we’ll make it challenging. How’s this? You three can relax at the tavern in Tudan while I do a little hunting and gathering, if you get my drift. All I need is an hour. Just one hour.” 
 
    Kudzu puffed her cheeks out and sighed once again, which struck Danzen as a very human gesture. “Once again, I get this feeling that we’re going to regret this.” 
 
    “You won’t regret anything, fox, let’s get to Tudan.” 
 
    The two continued on, leaving Danzen with Yato. 
 
    “Are they always like this?” she asked after a spell of silence. Yato was nursing the wound Danzen had given her, occasionally wincing when the flatness of the road changed.  
 
    As a sudden gust of wind whipped through her ponytail, Danzen finally nodded.  
 
    The two were silent for a moment, but eventually, Yato spoke again. “You didn’t have to kill him,” she said, referring to her teacher, Thane. “He was a good man.” 
 
    “I didn’t want to kill him.” 
 
    “Then why did you?” 
 
    “It was…” Danzen thought back to the surprise attack, how Thane had come for him outside of Eva Yin’s pleasure house. It had been so sudden, and his reaction had been instinctual, meant to preserve his own life. “It was inevitable.” 
 
    “You’re a monster,” she said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Thane was there many years ago, when my powers first showed themselves. I don’t even know if I would call one of them a power,” Danzen said, referring to what happened when he bled, “more of a curse if anything. But your master knew what I was capable of. He didn’t have to take the contract.” 
 
    “I didn’t want him to take it,” Yato admitted, her chin held high. “But he felt it was necessary, considering you were his former student. He thought it was his duty. He raised me, you know?” she asked, her voice wavering. “Tensei, Sonin, and me. We were all slaves. He bought us, freed us, trained us in his ways. We always had the choice to leave or not. We stayed with him, learned even more. We could have gone; I could have started my life over.” 
 
    “And why didn’t you? Those chances don’t come very often.” 
 
    “Master Thane was like a father to me. How could I leave my father? Would you leave your father?” 
 
    This question caused a smirk to lift on Danzen’s face. It also revealed the extent in which Yato understood his life. 
 
    “Would you?” she asked after he didn’t respond. Yato turned and looked at him, Danzen now noticing that it wasn’t a dullness in her eyes, it was a coldness, one cultivated over years upon years of hardship. Thane had been smart to train her; she had the eyes of a killer, yet there was something more there, something else that he couldn’t quite pinpoint. 
 
    “What do you know about me?” he asked. 
 
    “I know about your speaking ability, which you have used to prevent me from killing you, and to force me to guide you. Our plan was to attack you quickly enough that you wouldn’t be able to use the power. Actually, it was Tensei’s idea, not mine; they should have listened to me. My idea was to attack you while you rested, and stick enough wax in our ears that you wouldn’t be able to influence us. They thought this was unnecessary and acted hastily; we should have prepared accordingly. I also know what happens when you draw blood, and about your boomerang sword. Soko explained what you are capable of.” 
 
    “Yet you still tried?” 
 
    “I did, and now I am your prisoner, your slave.” 
 
    “I didn’t tell you that you couldn’t leave after you’ve led me to them,” Danzen said.  
 
    “You would catch me.” 
 
    “How do you know I would even pursue you?” 
 
    “I would be a coward.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “I am leading you to them so that they will be able to kill you,” she said, a dark look once again coming over her face. “And Soko will help. You know where they are now, and if I let you go without leading you there, you may be able to ambush them. Their deaths will be on my hands. If I’m there, things will turn out differently.” 
 
    “I can prevent you from making a scene.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Danzen grew quiet for a moment, and decided in that moment not to test her twisted logic. He considered what he would say next, how much he should reveal to her, and then decided that it couldn’t hurt. It was also clear to him that Soko hadn’t told the three everything; otherwise, they would have been better prepared for what they were up against. 
 
    Taking a cue from Kudzu, Danzen focused on her earlier line of reasoning. “Soko didn’t tell you about my true nature, did she?” 
 
    “True nature? You mean the one in which you are one of, if not the, most powerful assassins the Diyu Brotherhood has ever produced, and that you gave it all up to retire to some far-off valley and live your life in peace regardless of how much blood was on your hands? You mean that nature?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t take the bait. “The reason I am able to control people with my voice, and release demons with my blood, among other things, is because of my father, and it has nothing to do with bending my echo. You asked earlier if I would leave my father had he been slain. Without a doubt, I would, without a doubt.” 
 
    “Because you’re a monster.” 
 
    “My father is the ruler of Diyu, Tengir Gantulga. I am demon-born,” Danzen said. “Perhaps you are right in your assessment of me. My father raped my mother, a demon taking advantage of a nun, and I was left on the steps of the Brotherhood. That is my backstory in its most condensed form. My powers didn’t reveal themselves until later, and Thane was there when they did. It has taken me my entire lifetime, over forty years, to piece everything together.” 
 
    “Your father is the ruler of hell?” Yato asked. If there was any skepticism in her voice, Danzen couldn’t hear it. He’d experienced similar situations before, the former assassin generally so serious in his delivery that people didn’t question if he was telling the truth or not. After all, why would he lie? 
 
    “He is, and he wants me to take his throne once he is ready to give it up. So you see, I have both concerns of this world, and of the next. Demon blood courses through these veins,” Danzen said as he glanced down to his arm, his sleeves currently rolled up, his gauntleted blades ready to go if need be. “But I’m still mortal. If you must know, I have a brother who is a full-blooded demon named Nomtoi. He is trying to kill me as well, and is convinced that our father will give me his throne rather than offer it to Nomtoi. Not to belittle your intentions, but you aren’t the only person that wants me dead, and I have much bigger concerns than Soko.” 
 
    “Then why are we going to her?” 
 
    “Because I need this settled. You may find this hard to believe with the power I have and what it could be capable of in this world, but all I want to do is live out the rest of my existence in peace. I want to focus on bending my echo, increasing my power in a natural way, and not being forced to constantly look over my shoulder, to have to defend myself. I’ve grown tired of that way of life.” 
 
    Yato never responded to the statement. She merely walked alongside Danzen, still nursing the wound he’d given her. They were growing closer to the outpost of Tudan, evident in trees that had been cut for lumber, as well as discarded items along the side of the road, everything from wicker rice boxes to soiled rags. There were other travelers now, a handful of wagons and a few merchants all carrying their wares in sacks slung over their shoulders, the people heading toward or away from the gateway to the rest of the kingdom. The outpost of Tudan was constantly bustling due to its access to the Sakai River, and Danzen wasn’t surprised to find the road busy, especially on a nice afternoon like today. 
 
    “Why did you spare my life?” Yato finally asked. “You could have killed me. You could have gotten the information you needed, and forced me to kill myself.” 
 
    “I’m glad that you aren’t dead. Aside from the information you provided us, it is clear to me now you were misled, at least partially so. Would you have still tried to ambush me had you known of my demon blood, of my true nature?” 
 
    “Not in the way that we did it,” Yato said, “but I operate as part of a team, and the other two, Tensei and Sonin, are more confident than I am. They were sure we would be able to kill you and avenge our teacher’s death.” 
 
    “Yet here we are.” 
 
    As they had planned, Danzen’s group reached Tudan and headed straight to the tavern, while Jelmay made his way to the seedier part of the outpost to gamble.  
 
    Danzen, Kudzu, and Yato took a booth at the back of the tavern, the same one that Danzen had sat at before. Yato had to be extra careful because of her wound, the young assassin biting her lip as she found a comfortable position. Kudzu, who sat next to her, kept glancing toward the door of the tavern, as if she were judging Jelmay’s departure. 
 
    “We will probably have to drag him out of the gambler’s den again, won’t we?” 
 
    “He does this often?” Yato asked Kudzu. 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes.” 
 
    “Then why do you insist on traveling with him?” 
 
    “You really don’t know, do you?” 
 
    “Know what?” 
 
    “You’ll find out more about Jelmay soon enough,” Kudzu said, likely referring to their yokai nature. “Let’s order some stew. I’m hungry.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Before they ate, Kudzu checked the ship schedule with the barmaid, confirming that there was indeed a vessel set to leave in a few hours. She was still grumbling when their food came, three hearty bowls of stew and bread with cloves of garlic baked into it. The barmaid asked several times if they wanted ale, but they stuck with warmed water with flower petals in it, Danzen hoping to keep as alert as possible. While Yato had loosened up to some degree, it was still going to prove troublesome traveling with her, and there was always a likelihood of ambush, especially when they reached Arsi.  
 
    The mood in the tavern lightened up a bit when an older man started singing in a raspy voice, a fellow beside him tapping his thumb against a hand drum and humming as he did so. After each song, a young boy came around with an overturned hat collecting tips. Danzen gave him a small amount of kip the first time he stopped by their table, the boy bowing and moving along. 
 
    “You never explained how you two know each other,” Yato said as she looked from Kudzu to Danzen.  
 
    “We met in the Valley,” said Kudzu. “I was delivering a message to him from the same hermit that saw to your wound.” 
 
    “So… you aren’t an assassin?” 
 
    Kudzu laughed. “By the grace of Sunyata, no. Not that there is anything wrong with that,” she said quickly. “I’m about the furthest thing away from an assassin, depending on who you ask.” 
 
    “Yet you travel with one of the most dangerous assassins in the kingdom…” 
 
    “Neither Jelmay nor I are assassins,” Kudzu said frankly. “We’re yokai.” 
 
    This statement caused Yato to squint at the white-haired woman. “Did you say yokai? You mean the mythological creatures that children have nightmares about?” 
 
    “Nightmares? Who would have nightmares about one of us? And there is nothing really mythological about yokai if you ask me; that’s just how humans view us.” Kudzu returned her focus to her food. She ate another spoonful of stew, and for a moment it felt as if she were waiting for Danzen to add something to the conversation.  
 
    He remained silent. 
 
    “I thought yokai were animals,” Yato said. “Yet you are clearly human.” 
 
    “Clearly,” Kudzu told her, her eyes narrowing on the young assassin. “I have a feeling you are going to learn quite a bit on this little expedition about the world, which brings me to my next point: what do you plan to do after? You should start thinking about that.” While Kudzu carried a polite smile on her face as she said this, there was a caustic edge to her voice. 
 
    Yato returned her focus to Danzen. “Am I even allowed to think?”  
 
    “You can do whatever you’d like after you’ve led us to Soko and your companions. It is not my wish, as I’ve already told you, to kill any of you. I can help with the reasoning part when it comes to your companions. Soko is a different story.” 
 
    Yato opened her mouth like she was going to say something but never did. Instead, she returned her focus to her stew, which she readily ate. Once they were done, they settled their tab and headed toward the outpost’s pleasure house, ironically next to the orphanage, both of which were just a few doors down from the seemingly abandoned home with a basement that doubled as a gambler’s den. 
 
    Kudzu led the way, Yato following, Danzen at the rear, his eyes constantly tracing along the rooftops. He didn’t expect Soko to be in Tudan; she had sent the three young assassins to their death, likely to be rid of them, and Danzen didn’t think that she would be this close to the Genshin Valley just in case plans backfired. But there was always the chance. Soko was a cunning assassin, known for her surprise attacks. This kept Danzen on edge as they walked in a single-file line along the dirt road, the occasional person passing them, the rustling sounds of the Sakai River reaching his ears. 
 
    Every change in shadow, every movement, anything to indicate Soko’s presence caught Danzen’s attention, the former assassin hyper-aware to the point that he was walking in a different way than normal, rolling on the balls of his feet as if he were stalking his prey.  
 
    Always ready. 
 
    They reached the house in question, Danzen once again letting himself in. He headed straight down to the basement, his eyes barely tracing over the garish decor. A light at the bottom signaled that there were people on the other side, but unlike last time, there wasn’t a man standing guard at the entrance. 
 
    Danzen let himself in, leaving Kudzu and Yato upstairs. 
 
    Sure enough, Jelmay was seated at the back, the haze of hookah smoke like a thick mist in the air. A bartender near the entrance said something to Danzen but he ignored it as he slipped around a pair of men huddled over a board with stones on it, to the back of the room where he found Jelmay at a circular table, the bakeneko already surrounded by men and women. Jelmay had that look in his eyes again, but as soon as he saw Danzen, he slowly nodded and placed his cards in front of him, face down. 
 
    “I’ll be back,” he told the people gathered around him. He was answered by a few grunts, one of the men mumbling something along the lines of ‘good riddance.’ While Jelmay’s eyes were bloodshot, he didn’t have the same trance-like stare that Danzen had seen on his face several times now. He seemed to be in control for once, and it wasn’t long before they were heading back up the stairs, Jelmay with all the kip he’d won stuffed in a side pack he had apparently acquired on the way over to the gambler’s den. 
 
    “That was fast,” Kudzu said, her features obscured by the gloom of the room upstairs, her white hair reflecting a few slivers of light. She sheathed her blade, and waited for Danzen and Jelmay to step aside before motioning for Yato to leave as well. 
 
    “How did you do?” Kudzu asked the bakeneko, who was still in his unremarkable male form, his blonde hair swept behind his ears, an indistinct smile on his face. 
 
    “Let’s put it this way, fox: what Pilgrim is to taking life, I am to gambling, especially with humans.” 
 
    This comment caused Yato to scoff in a way. 
 
    “What? It’s true.” 
 
    “You’re human,” Yato told him. 
 
    “Ha! I should be offended, but I’m more amused. She still doesn’t know?” 
 
    “I tried to tell her,” Kudzu said as they walked past the pleasure house, red lanterns lit on the interior adding a soft yet forbidden glow to the place. A pillower in tight pink robes stood out front; she seemed like she was going to motion toward Danzen until she saw his other companions, most notably the two women. She returned her focus to her polished nails instead, a bored look on her face. 
 
    “Well, then, my young assassin, you are in for quite a surprise,” Jelmay said as they came to the docks, the market nearby closing up for the night. While some merchants were still handling last-minute deals, most had already begun the process of securing their wares for the night, and a good many of the booths were already locked up or folded away. They passed by the evening hagglers, and came to the man in charge of selling passage on the ship. 
 
    “Deluxe or supreme deluxe, or whatever is the best cabin, please,” Jelmay told the crewmember as he got out a wad of kip. 
 
    “You are in luck, my lord,” the man replied. “Our premium cabin is available, two rooms and a private chef able to prepare food night and day.” 
 
    “We’re going to need that, especially as there are four of us,” Jelmay said as he licked his finger and began counting out bills. “This enough?” He handed the crewmember about half of what he had won. 
 
    “Why… why yes,” he said after counting the money. “There appears to be a little extra, my lord.” 
 
    “Keep that extra for yourself, and if anyone asks if two handsome guys traveling with two gorgeous women bought passage on your magnificent vessel, what do you tell them?” 
 
    “That everyone on our ship is handsome and well attired,” the man said, flashing a smile at Jelmay that lifted the ends of his mustache. “And we don’t have anything further to say about our clientele, nor do I have a very good memory, for that matter.” 
 
    “Good man, good man.” 
 
    They boarded the ship, and from there headed to a staircase that led to the top, everything now with a slight rocking motion to it. The Sakai River wasn’t always choppy, but Danzen noticed upon approaching the vessel that its waves were lashing against the hull, likely due to an influx of water stemming from both snowmelt and nearing the end of the monsoon season. 
 
    There was a chance it would be a rough ride, at least for the first few hours. 
 
    Their premium room was as Danzen expected it would be, absolutely immaculate, even better than the one that they had previously stayed in while traveling to Arsi. Before they could get comfortable an attendant appeared, asking if they would prefer dinner or a late-night snack. 
 
    “Both. We would prefer both,” Jelmay said. “And make it snappy.” 
 
    The room was separated by a couple partitions that could be moved into place, and while it was large, the space didn’t provide much privacy. There was also Yato’s presence, another thing that they would have to address. As much as she wasn’t their prisoner, she technically was, and they would need to keep an eye on her. Danzen didn’t mind staying up during the night to make sure she didn’t attempt something, but he would have to rest at some point, this role likely falling to Kudzu and Jelmay. 
 
    “We have two large beds, and a place to sleep right over here,” Jelmay said as he motioned toward a long bench with cushions on it. “Obviously, I’m getting one of the beds.” 
 
    “You can take the other bed,” Danzen told Kudzu, “and you can take the bench,” he told Yato. 
 
    “And where will you sleep?” the young assassin asked. 
 
    “I won’t. Not tonight, anyway.” 
 
    “I just wish the food would hurry up and get here,” Kudzu said as she paced for a moment. “Not that I’m hungry or anything, I’m just tired of…” She gestured toward her body. 
 
    “Just transform. If they come, you can hide in the corner,” Jelmay told her. “Be sure to tuck your tail.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right…” Her robes cascaded to the ground and Kudzu emerged from her robes in her white fox form. “Can you help me with that?” she asked Danzen, nodding toward the clothing she wore just seconds ago. 
 
    “Look at you,” Jelmay said, cackling. “You really have become a diva, haven’t you, fox? You could have changed in the washroom area and folded your clothes yourself. You know that, right?” 
 
    “You’re right, I could have. But I was in a hurry to prove something to someone.” Kudzu turned to Yato, who had her hand over her mouth, the young assassin barely able to hide the shock on her face. 
 
    “Huh? Ah! I get it now,” Jelmay said. “She didn’t believe you. In that case, feast your eyes upon this, milady.” Without missing a beat, Jelmay began to transform into the spitting image of Yato. “Now do you believe we are yokai?” he asked in her voice.  
 
    Yato’s eyes appeared to be twice the size they were just moments ago, her voice quivering as she spoke. “I can’t believe yokai exist.” 
 
    “We most certainly do,” Jelmay told her. “Now, I’m going to take my human form again for the food delivery. Kudzu, get behind something. I don’t know the fox policy on this ship.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen stayed awake through the night, ignoring Jelmay’s snores, his focus entirely on Yato, who rested on the cushioned bench with her back to him. He remembered being around her age, introduced to the world through his first mark, who turned out to be a local governor who owed over a hundred and fifty thousand kip to a group of unionized pleasure houses in Sainshand. The contract had been simple: kill the man no matter what, even if he offered to pay the sum with interest. 
 
    Looking back now, Danzen realized how easy of a mark the governor had been, the man without any security, and suffering from a drinking problem that saw him moving from tavern to tavern late into the night. Watching him from a rooftop, Danzen simply dropped down behind the man and drove his blade into his back. What happened next took Danzen by surprise. 
 
    “You… You stabbed me,” the drunken governor said, Danzen’s blade still jutting out of the front of his torso. “I’ve… I’ve been stabbed! Help! Stabbed!” 
 
    The man cried again and again, Danzen’s instinctual reaction being to bring his hand over the man’s mouth and pull him into the shadows. He withdrew his sword and sent it in again, the man moaning in pain this time, Danzen cursing himself for not going for a main artery like he’d been trained. It wasn’t the first time Danzen had been forced to rely on his Demon Speak ability early on in his career, but it was the first, and only time, he had made a mistake not to kill immediately when given the chance with one of his targets. Later, it would be a point of order to move as quickly as he could, relying on his knowledge of anatomy. The only reason he had faltered at the very end of his career, with his last contract against Sumi’s father, Palmo, had been sheer exhaustion with the trade, and his desire to move on. 
 
    It was odd in that way, Danzen’s first and last official kill were both marred with error. 
 
    He withdrew his blade about the same time the door of the tavern opened and several men stepped out, the local governor crying for them. Danzen acted swiftly. “Kill yourself,” he told the man. He slipped back into the shadows, and from there, onto a porch where he’d be able to watch what happened next. 
 
    The men that had just come out of the tavern rushed to the governor’s aid. On his knees now, the governor grabbed a knife from one of the men’s boots with both hands. Exhibiting a superhuman strength inspired by Danzen’s command, he drove the dagger into his heart. More people had arrived in the scene by the time his body hit the ground, the knife sticking out of his chest as he rolled to the side. It was certainly a botched attempt, but Danzen had completed the task. He was never reprimanded for his sloppy performance, protected, as always, by his former teacher Biren Yeshe. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Time passed, and soon the interior of their room on the ship began to change color. 
 
    Sitting in the early morning light and keeping his eye on the young assassin brought with it more memories, fleeting images of death, a past worth forgetting.  
 
    Danzen decided it was time to bend his echo. Now with Nomin’s basket-hilted short sword held before him, he went through the motions carefully and quietly. As he did so, Danzen began to notice the energy moving within him, spreading down his legs and through to his fingertips. He closed his eyes. He could see the glow of the remnants within his bloodstream, a glow which strengthened every time he came forward with his weapon. Once again, he sensed that there was something unique about the sword that Nomin had wielded aside from the life it had extinguished, something powerful, something hidden. 
 
    Had the blind assassin’s blade been forged by blacksmiths familiar with remnants? Had remnants somehow been hammered into the blade itself, similar to Astra? 
 
    Danzen wished he could ask Nomin about it, and using her weapon once again reminded him of the impact she’d had on his life, the final fight at the nunnery, one that brought forth demons amongst flowers, a juxtaposition that made the terrifying scene tragic.  
 
    He continued to the point that he felt as if he were having a breakthrough, the energy of Sunyata spiraling all around him, a corona of light just a few feet ahead, Danzen close to reaching it.  
 
    His spirit shifted forward; it felt as if he were tethered to his body by a great weight that pushed himself even further, a purple whiteness radiating all around him, his heart beating so hard in his chest that he could hear it in his ears. From a visual standpoint, it was if he were several yards away from his body now, a silent observer. 
 
    Everything snapped back together. Danzen opened his eyes and let out a deep breath. Yato was watching him, the young woman now seated on the bench with her legs crossed beneath her body. 
 
    “Sorry to disturb you,” Danzen told her as he quickly put the blade away. 
 
    “You were bending your echo, weren’t you?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. The light now coming into the room cast a pillar of orange onto the floorboard, which reflected off a series of polished tacks. The ship was suddenly alive, Danzen sensing movement out in the hallway and on the deck above, hearing it through the walls. 
 
    “I would like to see the water,” Yato said. “It’s always beautiful in the morning.” 
 
    “I’ll join you.” 
 
    Danzen stood by the door as Yato slipped her feet into the slippers she wore. He was familiar with the design; assassins that relied heavily on stealth wore them, and they were stitched in a way to provide ultimate movement for one’s feet, with thick soles for long treks that had extra cushioning for sudden drops.  
 
    The two made their way to the top deck, Danzen with his swords, his Blade of Darkness, and gauntleted blades in the room below with the yokai. There were a few others on deck observing the morning sun ripple wavelengths of peach-colored light across the river while the ship’s staff set out tables where people would be able to have breakfast. Seagulls circled in the air above squawking, and one of the crewmen was in the process of batting them away with a long pole when Danzen and Yato stepped up to the railing. 
 
    Rather than look out at the water, Yato turned and leaned against the railing, her hollow dark eyes focused on Danzen. 
 
    “I thought you wanted to see the river.” 
 
    “I can see it from here too.” Yato gestured to the opposite side of the deck with her chin. “I need to process everything I learned yesterday. It’s hard to believe that you’re an echo-bending half-demon, half-man who was once one of the most renowned assassins in the kingdom, yet who has now resorted to a life of tranquility amongst two curious yokai companions.” 
 
    Danzen almost mentioned his desire to do something with whatever was left of his life, be it rebuilding Sunyata, or transitioning more to the life of a hermit, something to avoid the kinds of situations he had found himself experiencing in the past.  
 
    But he didn’t say anything. As usual, he merely nodded. 
 
    “Is there anything I’m missing?” Yato asked, pressing him again. 
 
    “How is your wound?” 
 
    “You mean the one that you gave me?”  
 
    She lifted the corner of her dark tunic to show Danzen the scar. It was red around the edges, but there was no infection, and it appeared that she had already put on some of the ointment that Dalan had given her. 
 
    “I hope it doesn’t bring you too much pain.” 
 
    “The back side has bruised up more than the front.” She swiveled, showing Danzen the exit wound. “Whatever the hermit has me putting on it seems to be working. It’s numb, but not in a bad way.” 
 
    “That’s good to know.” 
 
    “I suppose it will one day be something to be proud of.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “The scar was given to me by an infamous half-demon assassin. Maybe one day I’ll be able to brag about it, just another scar with a story.” Yato smirked, but Danzen didn’t return her grin. 
 
    “You still plan to continue this life after what has happened? After what will happen over the next few days?” 
 
    “I haven’t decided,” she said, Danzen recognizing a hint of honesty in her voice. “I guess you could always tell me to do differently using your power.” 
 
    “That’s not my place.” 
 
    She shrugged. “To be honest, I’m still trying to understand your place in all this. It seems to me, someone as strong as you are would likely be rich by this point, and be in the position where you could cherry pick your assignments, or simply take over the Brotherhood and semi-retire. Yet you chose to leap off the edge of the world instead. According to some of the conversations I overheard last night between you and the yokai, you live in an abandoned monastery with your mother. It seems almost like a fall from grace.” 
 
    “More like a fall to grace,” Danzen said. “I’m happier now. Kip doesn’t mean anything to me, nor does power.” 
 
    “I guess a person who can control the minds of others would say something like that. I’m still trying to process all this, is what I’m trying to tell you. It doesn’t make sense to me. If I were strong as you, I would be calling the shots.” 
 
    “I wish it were that easy.” 
 
    “It could be. Soko told us how you attacked the Brotherhood. You could have taken it over if you had wanted, and changed how they operated. There are so many things you could have done, yet you only went after your teacher, and even though another instructor and a few deaf students died, there was little collateral damage. I’m just trying to understand it all.” 
 
    “You are young,” Danzen said after a long pause. “And I hope you never understand what it feels like to reach the pinnacle of power, how empty it is, and how empty it feels once you’ve gained that status. I realize now that two years ago, when I retreated to the Valley, that there was no escaping my past. Not only that, I had done enough damage for it to keep hunting me for the rest of my life, that isn’t to mention my… my blood.” 
 
    “You said you were in line to the throne, and you clearly want some kind of change,” Yato said carefully. “Why don’t you just take the Diyu throne and use it for change? Couldn’t the ruler of Diyu do something like that?” 
 
    “My mother believes so, yes.” 
 
    “And that’s why she has joined you?” 
 
    “Likely so, yes. That is the reason. She wants to rebuild Sunyata, and thinks that there is a possibility to do so, but it would involve me killing my father and taking his throne. And that’s not what I want to do. I don’t want to be the ruler of Diyu; I just want to rule my own life.” 
 
    “That’s what I don’t understand about you,” Yato said. “Why not do both? Become the ruler of Diyu to use its power, or whatever power you would be granted by taking the role, and rebuild Sunyata. Then disappear for good.” 
 
    “The person at the top is always a target,” Danzen said. “I’m assuming Thane taught you that. I don’t want to have a target on my head, at least no more than I already do.”  
 
    “What about your brother?” 
 
    “Nomtoi is a perfect example of this. I’m not even at the top and yet I’m his target. As soon as I take that role, I will have more enemies than I already do. I know for some people it comes off as odd not to want power, especially when they have the propensity for it. We need to discuss Arsi, what happens when we get there,” Danzen said, hoping to move away from the topic that defined his life. “We will need to move quickly and under the guise of day. As you know, Soko is most active at night.” 
 
    “I know where they were staying last,” Yato said carefully, “but they may have… they may have changed locations.” 
 
    “True, and they may not even be in the city. If that’s the case, and we can’t find them, we will try to lure them out. It’s time to be honest with me. I do not want to have to force honesty.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Surely you and your group had a plan if one of you got separated and not killed. What was that plan?” 
 
    Yato turned away from Danzen, and stared out at the water. “There is a temple near the fairgrounds with a giant wooden statue in front of it. If one of us got away, we agreed to shoot the head of the statue with an arrow wrapped in a red or blue flag. If it is a red flag, it indicates that we will be in a safe house near an armory. If it is a blue flag, we will be in a room above a brewery. We also agreed to wait a day once we see the signal, so that will give us a little extra time if we have to pull out for some reason.” 
 
    “Which of these two locations would provide a better ambush spot?” 
 
    “The brewery. The armory has guards nearby. This location was chosen if we sensed we were being followed.” 
 
    “I see. In that case, we will rely on that for a backup plan, the brewery.” 
 
    “You aren’t going to use your Demon Speak ability to test if I’m being honest?” Yato asked. 
 
    “No. I prefer not to use my powers; every time I use it, it reminds me that I am not quite human.” 
 
    “And you would prefer to be human, right?” 
 
    “I would.” 
 
    Yato shook her head and finally turned back to him. “The more I learn about you, the less I understand.” 
 
    “You’ll get used to it.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The day passed relatively quickly. Danzen slept for a few hours while Kudzu and Jelmay looked after Yato, the three quiet for the most part aside from an argument between the two yokai about Jelmay’s urge to gamble. Danzen awoke in the late afternoon, their cabin warm even with the breeze coming through the open windows.  
 
    While Yato had grown used to their yokai forms, it seemed that the way Jelmay looked in his cat form entertained her to some degree, the young assassin occasionally chuckling at the things he said and how he gestured. He picked up on this, and soon he went out of his way to make exaggerated faces or gestures, much to Kudzu’s chagrin. 
 
    By the time Danzen was up and moving again, he could tell that Kudzu was ready for him to arrive in Arsi already, evident in how she quickly called for room service requesting an herb to help her sleep. It came a few minutes later, she took it, and retreated to one of the beds. 
 
    “Such a sleepy fox,” Jelmay joked. The bakeneko had been seated at the table, but he now stood with his hands on his sides, the cabin filling with the garlicky smell of his last accidental belch. “Sorry about that.” 
 
    “You are a despicable creature,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “But you still love me. Come on, Pilgrim, New Pilgrim. What? No? The nickname isn’t going to work? I’m trying to find another name for you,” he told Yato. 
 
    “You could just call me Yato.” 
 
    “I know I could, but I like giving people nicknames. Let’s head up to the top deck and see if there’s any gambling to be had. If it’s not there, it’s happening somewhere on the ship.” His nostrils flared open. “I’ll find it, wherever it is.” 
 
    The rest of the afternoon was spent tailing the bakeneko, Danzen realizing only after they had stood behind him for a while that Yato and Danzen looked like Jelmay’s security. Either way, it made the time pass, and as Danzen watched the card games that Jelmay found himself a part of, he noticed that the bakeneko did less cheating than he had originally assumed. Sure, there were a few things he did when calling an opponent’s bluff, and Danzen could have sworn that one time Jelmay pulled a spare card from the front of his vest to make his hand stronger, but for the most part, he didn’t cheat. 
 
    He really was that good. 
 
    Dinner that night was a feast inside the cabin, Kudzu sleeping through it. Everything from roasted pheasant to skewered shrimp and baked fish was presented along with a number of side dishes, the most delicious being the boiled potatoes that had been baked with rosemary and bacon and slathered in fresh butter. 
 
    “I don’t know what to make of traveling with the three of you,” Yato said as she received a plate full of food from Jelmay, the bakeneko taking it upon himself to serve the three of them. 
 
    “It’s a good time, isn’t it?” he asked her. “Admit it. You’re having a good time.” 
 
    “It’s not what I expected; that’s what I’m saying.” 
 
    “What did you expect? We go around looking for fights and killing people? Hell no. That’s not really our style; as unfortunate as it is, fights generally come to us, mostly because of this guy,” he said, his eyes flitting toward Danzen. “But sometimes, they’re my fault too. I’ll admit that. When we can, we try to wine and dine ourselves in any way we can. Isn’t that right, Pilgrim?” 
 
    Yato looked at Danzen for an answer, and when he didn’t respond, a smirk came across her face. She quickly tried to hide it; while she seemed to let her guard down around Jelmay, Danzen’s overall seriousness was something that she was still trying to figure out.  
 
    As the day had passed, Danzen began to think more and more about the role Yato would play in all this. He could have killed her back in the Valley, even though he had given her a nonfatal wound to start with. But then things changed. Now she was here with them, almost as if she were a part of the group. 
 
    He still didn’t know what to make of it. 
 
    Jelmay ate to the point that he couldn’t get up from the table, the bakeneko eventually scooting his chair over to his bed and falling onto the mattress, asleep in a matter of moments, snoring lightly. Danzen and Yato waited for the ship’s staff to gather the used dishes and leftover food. Once they were gone, he sat in his normal spot against the wall, Astra and Nomin’s sword with him, his Blade of Darkness and gauntleted weapons not far off. 
 
    “We will be there in the morning,” he told her, “and then we will need to act. During the daytime.” 
 
    “Soko has people all over the city, you know,” Yato said, a bit of a slur to her words. That was another thing that they had enjoyed over their big meal—each of them had had an ale, Danzen only drinking a fourth of his so he could keep a clear mind.  
 
    “In that case, we will need two disguises. It will be easy enough for Jelmay and Kudzu, but for us…” Danzen thought about their options for a moment. The best route forward would be for Kudzu and Jelmay to buy clothing while they waited on the ship. He recalled their last trip to Arsi on his quest to kill Biren Yeshe, how people remained on the ship longer than they needed to, and how he’d had enough time to visit the blacksmith during this period. 
 
    “Disguises would work. The only thing is, if Sonin or Tensei see me, they will know who I am.” 
 
    “As I told you previously, it is not my desire to kill them. If we can get them within the distance of my voice, I will stop them from trying to fight me. You have my word. I have no desire to do anything to your companions, and I understand your thirst for revenge. I only hope that…” Danzen stopped speaking and considered how he would phrase this. “I only hope that you will see in the end that there is no point in trying to kill me. Your teacher was a good man.” 
 
    Mention of Thane caused her shoulders to deflate. Danzen continued: “Remember, he was my instructor as well. When you get to the level at which I am capable of fighting and moving, same as Thane, there isn’t a lot of time for second guessing. It is driven by action, and you will see an example of this soon when I deal with Soko.” 
 
    “And you will kill her?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I have to. She will continue to come at me if I don’t do something about it. Even worse, Soko will be responsible for the deaths of others in the process, like you and your companions. Perhaps you believe me by now when I say that she sent the three of you knowing that I would kill you. And this is not me casting judgment on your combat ability, or what you are capable of doing when pushed to your limits. You are in your early twenties, are you not?” 
 
    “I’m twenty,” Yato said in a soft voice. 
 
    “I have been killing professionally as long as you have been alive; Soko as well. One thing I have learned is that age can sometimes inhibit you as an assassin, at least for a normal person. But I am not a normal person, as much as…” Danzen almost couldn’t believe how frank he was being with her. Still, he pressed on. “As much as I hate to admit that. Nor is Soko. You’ve seen what happened to her because of her abuse of remnants, have you not?” 
 
    “Her legs, her body…” 
 
    “Yes, so you know. Have you seen her without her mask on?” 
 
    Yato shook her head. 
 
    “It is evident on her face as well. While she has abused remnants to a point that they have disintegrated parts of her body, they have also made her stronger. So she too doesn’t fit the description of an older assassin, one who has reached the peak of their power long ago. And that’s not saying all older assassins are somehow inadequate; the exact opposite is true. I don’t know what the peak of her power is, but I would make the assumption that as long as she continues to abuse remnants, Soko will continue to grow even stronger, even if more of her body is sacrificed in the process.” 
 
    Yato got comfortable on her bench after removing her slippers. She turned to Danzen and watched him for a moment. Soon, she began to blink, the young assassin eventually falling asleep. 
 
    Danzen stayed awake through the night, seated in meditation and occasionally moving his arms forward, as if he were bending his echo. The boat rocked, and there was a point that he almost felt as if he would fall asleep. To prevent that, he stood, his back against the wall. 
 
    It was about the time the sun was coming up the next morning that the ship reached the Arsi Wharf, activity outside echoing in their cabin, the clink of robes being thrown over the side of the vessel, men calling to one another. Jelmay was the first to awaken, the bakeneko rolling over with a groan. “I ate too much.” 
 
    “I noticed that,” Danzen told him. 
 
    “We should order breakfast.” 
 
    “I thought you said that you ate too much.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean I don’t have room for more.” He rolled himself off the bed and stuck a claw in each of his ears, quickly cleaning them. With his feet on the ground, the bakeneko stretched his arms overhead and yawned, his long whiskers drooping as he did so. 
 
    “Have you decided how this is going to play out?” Jelmay motioned toward Yato. 
 
    “I have, to some extent. We’re going to need disguises, which means I’ll need you and Kudzu to get clothing for us. Soko doesn’t operate during the day, but she may employ people that do. Once we have disguises, we will check the location where she last stayed, but it’s likely she’s no longer there. If she is there, be ready for a fight.” 
 
    “I thought you would be doing most of the fighting.” 
 
    “Likely. I don’t want to harm her companions, though,” Danzen said, his eyes darting from the bakeneko to the sleeping assassin. “I will try my best to use my Demon Speak to stop them from attacking us. But Soko…” 
 
    “You have to kill your lover, former lover,” Jelmay said, correcting himself. “I get it, we’ve all been there. You know, the bards of the future will probably have a song about you and Soko as well; people like a tragic love story. I can hear it now, maybe more of a ballad. I don’t know. Let me think about it.” 
 
    “There’s a monastery near the fairgrounds where we can leave a sign if her companions aren’t easily discoverable,” Danzen said, ignoring Jelmay’s remark about bards. “Along with our clothing, I will also need you to bring back a bow and arrow, as well as a swath of blue fabric.” 
 
    “Need anything else, Pilgrim?” 
 
    “Bring back a small blade for shaving,” Danzen said as he touched his face.  
 
    Jelmay gasped. “Not the beard!” 
 
    “The beard and the hair.” 
 
    “You take these disguises seriously, don’t you?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. “When it’s a matter of life or death, yes.” 
 
    This caused Jelmay to guffaw, which had the effect of waking Kudzu and Yato. “This isn’t a matter of life or death, believe me. You’ll find Soko, kill her, and that will be the end of it. No more of your former lover trying to make your life a living hell and kill you every chance she gets. It’ll be fine. Ah, yes, Kudzu. Now that you’re up, Pilgrim needs us to run into town and get them some clothing for a disguise, same with Lady Pilgrim? No? Sorry, I’m still working on a nickname. Although, I do like Lady Pilgrim…” 
 
    “Shut up, Jelmay; it’s too early.” 
 
    “You’re right,” he told Kudzu. “Which is why we need a big breakfast. Don’t worry, rest your head for a little bit longer, and I will make sure they bring up the best of the best, the works, everything not nailed down in the kitchen below. At least I think the kitchen is below. Who cares? My point is: you missed out on quite the feast last night.” 
 
    “I can barely see straight,” Kudzu said as she finally rolled out of bed, her white hair a mess. She ran her hand through it, and looked down at her hand, as if she were surprised to see the human appendages. 
 
    “That means you slept well,” Jelmay assured her. “And don’t you worry; don’t any of you worry, I’ll take care of everything. But after breakfast.” He rubbed his paws together. “Now, who is up for some meat?” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t often that Danzen found himself in a tunic and a pair of slacks that tied off just below his knees. For as long as he could remember, Danzen had kept to robes, which was the traditional dress of the nobility, something that had passed to the assassin class due to the Diyu Brotherhood’s insistence that their recruits see themselves in a manner above the common man. What felt even stranger was cutting his hair short, and after lathering up his face, shaving for the first time in what seemed like forever.  
 
    He wasn’t the only one who had changed the way they looked. Yato now wore her hair long and was in a similar tunic to Danzen, an olive one that was slightly more form-fitting, with long sleeves that went past her fingertips, and a pair of sandals instead of the sleek slippers she’d worn earlier. 
 
    “I never thought I’d say this,” Jelmay said as he took in Danzen’s chiseled features, “but you don’t look half bad with short hair. You actually look human.” 
 
    “It grows fast.” 
 
    “What kind of reply is that?” the bakeneko asked with a huff. “I’m telling you that you are handsome, a bit weathered because of all the death you’ve seen, sure, and then there are your scars, including the one on your face that’s way more visible now. Who gave that one to you again?” 
 
    Danzen remembered Soko stabbing him through the cheek the last time he was in Arsi. He didn’t answer Jelmay’s question. 
 
    “Bah, it doesn’t matter,” the bakeneko told him. “And you,” he said, turning to Yato. “You really know how to pull off the peasant look, a fair maiden if I’ve ever seen one, Lady Pilgrim.” 
 
    “Is that supposed to be a compliment?” 
 
    “Of course it is. Before, I would have never guessed that you could look so… rudimentary? No, that’s not the word. Like a random person walking on the street? I guess that’s closer.” 
 
    “I think you’ve said enough,” Kudzu told the bakeneko. “And by that, I mean it’s probably time we leave.” 
 
    “The only thing is, we can’t have Danzen going around with all these weapons, especially dressed how he is. It will draw attention. The swords at his waist? Sure, that makes sense. But your glaive, and the gauntlets…” Jelmay stroked his chin for a moment. As he did so he began to morph from his cat form into his nondescript human persona. “Let’s get a room first, a secure one. I know of a different place than the one we stayed at last time,” he said as he turned to the door. “Just stick with me, and try not to look obvious.” 
 
    Once they were off the ship, they crossed the bridge that passed over the Sakai River. This brought them toward the field where the Floating Candle Festival had been held, Danzen feeling a twist of guilt in the stomach. At first, he thought Jelmay was going to lead them to the same hotel where he had stayed with Kudzu, but he ended up taking a different hotel, one a bit further down a dirt lane that was wide enough for two carriages. Opposite the hotels were rice shops and other restaurants, a few with outdoor seating and one with a deck that provided a view of the fairgrounds through the space between two of the larger hotels. There was construction being done in the space, and soon, that view would be obstructed, a metaphor for something. 
 
    “The best room that you have,” Jelmay told the hotel clerk as soon as they entered the hotel, the smell of fresh linens reaching Danzen’s nostrils. The clerk was a larger man with a mustache, and dressed in a set of pressed robes that had an additional fold at the cuffs. 
 
    “The best room, my lord?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, quickly and discreetly,” Jelmay said, flashing his kip. “My guests are tired after a long trip.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord, right away.” 
 
    “Also, make sure the room is secure.” 
 
    “My lord, all of our rooms are secured here at the Sakai Resort, this, I can assure you.” 
 
    “And that’s why we came here,” Jelmay said, gesturing toward Kudzu, just in case she had something to add. She scrunched her face at him and then turned away, letting the bakeneko finish his conversation with the hotel clerk. Soon, they were being led up to a room at the top with a vaulted ceiling, where they were able to leave some of their gear. They had the option of tea and a light breakfast, and while Danzen was ready to move on, to discover where Soko was hiding, Jelmay pressed them to stay. 
 
    “It’s important we have breakfast.” 
 
    “You just had breakfast,” Kudzu reminded him. She was now seated on a sofa covered in green silk. Yato stood near Kudzu, the young assassin looking out at the balcony, the doors of which they had yet to shut. Even with the additional ceiling space, the room was much darker than Danzen expected it to be, mostly because of the blackwood used for the floor and the walls. It seemed secure enough, which was good considering he planned to leave his Blade of Darkness and both his and Yato’s gauntleted blades behind. He still didn’t trust her to have a weapon. 
 
    “You’ll be fine,” Jelmay assured the fox. “It’s up to you whether you want to eat again or not, but I’m not foolish enough to turn down a meal. Just don’t get in our way. Isn’t that right, Yato?” 
 
    She never responded. 
 
    “See? Lady Pilgrim. It fits. I don’t like it because it makes it sound like the two of you are having some relationship, and we all know that Pilgrim here is more of a monk than most monks, but I like the ring to it. Lady Pilgrim.” 
 
    When no one said anything, aside from a subtle moan from Kudzu, Jelmay turned his attention to the door just at about the time that the hotel staff brought breakfast, which was served on ceramic platters. He ate again while the others watched, and once he was finished, Jelmay announced that he would likely stay in the room. 
 
    “You mean we could have left already?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “I didn’t think about it then, but sure, you could have,” he told her on the tail end of a yawn. “Besides, even if this place is nice and safe, someone has to keep an eye on all of the weapons. You should leave yours as well.” 
 
    “I need a break from you,” Kudzu said as she stepped past Danzen and into the hallway. 
 
    “She sure doesn’t play nice with others,” Jelmay said with a shrug. Now back in his cat form, he relaxed onto a chair near the balcony, his paws over his belly. “Good luck out there,” he told Danzen and Yato, “and be sure not to start any fights, not yet. You may need me when everything goes down.” 
 
    One thing Kudzu and Jelmay had failed to get in their early-morning scavenger mission was a bow and arrow; they did, however, get a blue cloth, which Danzen now had in his satchel. Perhaps they wouldn’t need to leave a signal for Yato’s companions, to set up an ambush. It really depended on what they discovered over the next few hours. 
 
    Once they were outside the hotel, Kudzu started to light into Jelmay, only to stop and take a deep breath, apologizing to the two of them. “Sorry, a few days on the ship with him and I’m a little riled up.” 
 
    “It’s understandable,” said Yato. “But he is a little endearing, in his own way.” 
 
    Rather than respond, Kudzu stepped aside and let Yato take the lead. As they walked, Danzen noticed that the people whom he made eye contact with looked at him differently than they would have had he been in his robes. Perhaps his previous appearance had carried with it a certain weight, likely not helped by the hood he would wear over his head, and the additional weapons he carried. It wasn’t unheard of for a man to have a pair of swords, but a large glaive, and the intimidating gauntlets with their hidden blades didn’t help. 
 
    When he was younger, he had experimented with disguises, which was something that many assassins relied upon. There were those who preferred to perform their duties during the day, and those who did them at night, Danzen preferring the latter because it allowed him to deal with his mark when they were less guarded. Because of the power that came from his blood, he also didn’t tire easily, so it wasn’t hard for him to stay up to absurd hours just to see to a contract. 
 
    But there was another style of assassin, one who made their move during the day, and these types excelled at disguises. Danzen remembered what he had learned about blending in, and using something as simple as a scarf to create a number of disguises. Anything could aid in covering someone’s appearance, from a change in posture to smearing burnt knockweed beneath one’s eyes, which made them dark. A lot of it had to do with creativity. 
 
    One of the reasons Danzen didn’t usually go the same route as a day assassin was because of the level of trickery it demanded. Sure, he could always use his Demon Speak power, but day assassins were able to hide themselves so well that they could simply walk into a militia camp as if they were supposed to be there the entire time, or strike up a conversation on a local topic, or even go the long route of making themselves a part of a community or a single household, only to get closer to their mark and eventually… 
 
    Eventually. 
 
    As they walked, Danzen quickly glanced at Yato, yet again wondering how she would fit into all of this. Would she continue on as an assassin after what happened next? She had reached a crossroads in meeting him, one that allowed her to change course and potentially spare her life, or one that saw her buckling down and becoming something she couldn’t have been without meeting him. And aside from her role, what would his role be? Would she simply learn from him in the time that they were together? Then again, if that was her choice, if she wanted to remain on the path, did Danzen owe it to his former instructor Thane to shepherd her? And what would that entail? 
 
    They crossed over the river, the smell of fish reaching Danzen’s nostrils. They weren’t far from the monger market near the wharf, and it was busy with activity, sellers calling out prices and hacking away at their morning catches. They passed a couple children carrying fish on a string, the two running excitedly back to their home. A man moved around them pushing a wheelbarrow full of fish, several still flopping, their scales gleaming, Kudzu licking her lips as she watched them pass. Danzen caught her doing this; she quickly made eye contact with him, smirked, and looked away. They came to the area of the city known for its carriages, as well as its high-end hotels courting those who had recently come off a trip up the river, and needed to continue on to either Sainshand or Bahlingar.  
 
    “Here.” Yato took a seat at a small restaurant with tables and chairs out front. A waiter stopped by, and after Danzen ordered tea, she spoke again. “It’s behind me; the hotel with a green roof. That is where I last saw Soko.” 
 
    “We will need to find out if she is still there, discreetly.” 
 
    “And how would we go about doing that?” Kudzu asked Danzen. “If I were in my fox form, I could sniff around…” 
 
    “It would be helpful to talk to the hotel staff. I’ll handle it.” When the waiter came back around with tea, Danzen switched into his Demon Speak power: “Go to the hotel with the green roof, and bring their front desk clerk to me. Tell them there is money in it. This is urgent.” 
 
    “As you wish, my lord,” the man said. It wasn’t long before he returned to the table with a short woman in black robes, her hair combed back and matted to her head. 
 
    “My lord?” she asked Danzen. 
 
    “I’m looking for someone,” he told her, “a woman wearing a mask who may be staying at your hotel. I need to know the honest answer to the questions I ask you. Is this woman staying there? Have there been any unusual guests?” 
 
    “There was a woman,” she said, her eyes twitching for a moment, “a few days ago. We weren’t allowed to speak with her, but the manager did. She left with two attendants yesterday.” 
 
    “Male attendants?” 
 
    The hotel clerk nodded.  
 
    “They didn’t say where they were going, did they?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “No, they did not. She never actually spoke to any of us. I only briefly saw her. All I remember was that she was in long black robes that looked almost as if she were floating. I don’t know how to describe her other than that.” 
 
    Danzen returned his focus to Yato. “We will need to put out the signal to meet at the tavern. We can get a bow and arrow on our way back to our hotel.” Danzen looked at the waiter and the female hotel clerk again. “You will forget this conversation, and you will forget ever seeing the three of us. Thank you. You are dismissed.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Everything was set, the arrow now sticking out of the wooden statue, a blue cloth wrapped around its fletching. It was a signal, and for it to work they would have to partially move to the room above the tavern, at least in Yato’s case. Danzen’s yokai companions would be stationed across the street, while Danzen would wait in the room next to Yato, to quickly use his voice once Tensei and Sonin came to meet her. 
 
    “You should have put it up tomorrow morning,” Jelmay said, the bakeneko still resting on the bed once they reached their hotel room. “That would have given you another night to rest.” 
 
    “It’s too late now,” Yato said as she set the bow and its quiver in the corner. They’d gotten a beginner set, the cheapest one available. 
 
    “Have you ever seen this man jump? I’m sure he could reach the arrow and take it down,” Jelmay said, gesturing toward Danzen. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Yato assured him. “Part of our agreement was that we would wait a day before going, so we have time. We can still rest for today, and move into position in the morning.” 
 
    “So just the four of us in this room all day?” Kudzu asked as she sat down on one of the beds. “Any way I can get some herbs to help me sleep?” 
 
    Unlike their cabin on the ship, the hotel suite was set in a single room. It was large, but Danzen could sense how it could feel confining after a few hours. He’d been meaning to step out onto the balcony and view the fairgrounds, and once he did so, he was struck by the memory of the fight he had there against Soko and his own demons. There were no signs of the battle now, and it appeared as if the town was erecting a monument to memorialize the event, the utter tragedy. 
 
    It was all his fault. 
 
    The monument, which from what Danzen could tell would be a pedestal where people could offer prayers to the dead, would not be there if it weren’t for him, if he hadn’t come to meet Soko head on. Now on the balcony, staring out at the fairgrounds and particularly at the men working on the monument, Danzen felt a sense of shame he’d rarely felt before. 
 
    He bit his lip, his hands on the railing as he bent his head forward. 
 
    This was why he needed to disappear. Now there would be a monument to his condition. He could only imagine the rumors that had spawned around it. Where had the demons come from? Had people seen Danzen and Soko battling? If so, what were they saying about that? He recalled some of the guards at the event, but there had been so much chaos that it may have been hard for them to pick out individual moments. Danzen didn’t know. Either way, it was yet another reminder as to how he didn’t belong in the human world. 
 
    But did he belong in Diyu? 
 
    This was a question that he hadn’t really considered. If his place wasn’t in this world, was it in the afterlife? And what did it mean that he was even considering a question like this? He had a feeling that he wouldn’t be accepted in Diyu anyway, not without the power of his father’s throne. A hunch told him that full-blooded demons like his brother likely didn’t mix well with those who had died and gone to the realm, and that as a half-blooded individual, he would be even more ostracized. The ultimate outsider. 
 
    Kudzu joined Danzen on the balcony. 
 
    “Remembering things?” she asked carefully as she stepped up next to him, her arm grazing against his. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “It was a tough night,” she said as she too looked out at the fairgrounds. 
 
    “And now they are erecting a monument.” 
 
    “What a very human thing to do.” Kudzu turned and looked at him. “It’s still strange, seeing you like this.” 
 
    “Without my hair?” He ran his hand over his head. 
 
    “If it weren’t for the way you carry yourself, I would say you look like a different person altogether.” 
 
    “I’ve been told I don’t carry myself well.” 
 
    “Did Jelmay say that?” Kudzu asked, harkening back to a conversation they had once had in one of their many trips through the Asura Forest. 
 
    “Among others.” 
 
    “You have a lot on your mind, and it weighs down your shoulders to some degree. But you don’t have bad posture or anything.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Are you tired? Jelmay and I can look after Yato while you rest.” 
 
    “Maybe I should rest.” 
 
    “We could go back into town and grab a few things for tonight, some food, perhaps.” 
 
    “The hotel has food,” Danzen reminded her. 
 
    “The bread wasn’t very decent, and I’m craving fish. I think you know why.” 
 
    “I’m sure they could get fish.” 
 
    “You aren’t good at taking hints, are you?” Kudzu asked as she playfully tapped her hand against his arm. “I’m trying to give you time to rest here, to be alone, so you don’t have to hear Jelmay rambling.” 
 
    “Right. Thank you.” 
 
    She motioned toward the fairgrounds. “Don’t take this as seriously as you are likely going to take it. It happened, and while the demons did come from you spilling blood, it wasn’t entirely your fault. Soko is the one who brought this on. She didn’t have to. If she had wanted to fight you, the two of you could have walked off into the woods, or found some empty place to do it. I know you feel guilty, but just remember that it was Soko who caused this event. And she must have known how it would torment you. I am assuming you’ve always been…” 
 
    “Been what?” Danzen asked, after Kudzu didn’t finish her sentence. 
 
    “Closed off, quiet, the kind of person who keeps to their thoughts. Soko must have known this about you, and she would likely know how you would take this, how the deaths of that night would have affected you. Don’t let her use that against you.” 
 
    “I’ll try not to.” 
 
    “Good, now you should get inside and get a little rest. I’ll take care of the other two. Is there anything in particular you want from the market?” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. 
 
    “Nothing at all? Candy?” 
 
    “No, I’m fine.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen was awoken several hours later when Yato returned with the two yokai, Jelmay and Kudzu also debating the merits of gambling during the day, which was apparently something Jelmay had attempted to do once he saw a group of teenagers playing with bone dice along a dirt road. 
 
    “I’m so good at that game, Kudzu!” 
 
    The argument more or less continued over the meal that followed, the kitchen below preparing some of the fish that Jelmay had purchased for them at a monger’s market. All of it was exquisite, the white fox falling into a deep sleep after while Danzen, Jelmay, and Yato sat around the table, the bakeneko picking his teeth with his claw. 
 
    “So we move to a new location tomorrow, right?” Jelmay asked. “I only ask because I would prefer to stay here. What can I say? It’s comfortable.” 
 
    “Hopefully Tensei and Sonin will come as planned tomorrow night, they can have their… desires… stripped away from them, and then they can lead you to Soko.” 
 
    “And you think that they will be as easygoing with this as you are?” Jelmay asked her. 
 
    Yato shrugged. “From what I can tell based on what I’m currently experiencing, I don’t know if they really have a choice.” 
 
    Jelmay bobbed his head left and right. “Hmmm… would you say that this time that you have spent with us has changed your opinion on Pilgrim over here?” he asked, apparently in the mood to pose difficult questions. They hadn’t had any ale, but there had been some local wine served in small shot glasses, which was another reason Kudzu was already asleep. 
 
    “I… I don’t know the answer to that question,” said Yato, lowering her head to some degree. 
 
    “Come on. We’re not as bad as we seem, just look at us. Pilgrim here seems tough on the outside, because he is, but once you get to know him, he’s quite lovable. Isn’t that right?”  
 
    Danzen didn’t respond. 
 
    “I think he’s lovable. Aren’t you lovable?” 
 
    Once again, Danzen remained silent. 
 
    “See? It’s a unique kind of softness, maybe I should clarify that.” 
 
    “I don’t believe I’m prepared to talk about this,” Yato finally said. 
 
    “Eh, maybe you’re right, maybe I shouldn’t pry. Call me a sucker for a good story, but I like to see people come full circle, you know, from bad to good, or even good to bad. As long as they don’t remain stagnant. I don’t think there’s anything that displeases me more than remaining stagnant,” Jelmay said, motioning toward Kudzu. 
 
    Yato grinned. “You two really hate each other, don’t you?” 
 
    “Me and the fox? No way, it’s all for show. There are going to be songs written about us one day and we have to get along, so it’s sort of a mutual appreciation for the future of this epic tale, and it has been epic, let me tell you. I mean, start with this guy,” Jelmay said, gesturing toward Danzen, “and somehow you ended up here, in a hotel room with you and two yokai. And that’s not to mention everything that has happened between now and then, from trips to Diyu, to accidentally killing a demon bear and a number of other things involving nozuchi that I don’t want to get into. There’s also the—” 
 
    Something struck the window; Danzen hopped to his feet, his hand going to the grip of the sword. He recognized the sound as a small pebble, and another one came not long after. 
 
    “It looks like we may have company,” Jelmay said. “One of us needs to be on the outside looking in.” He grabbed his shield and his sword, and as he did so he morphed into someone that resembled one of the hotel employees. “Just in case.” 
 
    “Good,” Danzen said, agreeing with the bakeneko’s assessment. “Go.” 
 
    Another pebble struck the window. 
 
    Danzen slowly made his way over to a side table, where he equipped his gauntleted weapons. He slipped his Blade of Darkness over his shoulder, so it was sheathed on his back. 
 
    “Kudzu,” he said as he came to the bed. The white fox stirred, and looked up at him. “Something may be happening soon. Please be ready.” 
 
    She shifted off the bed, Danzen turning away as she took her human form, Kudzu nude for a moment before changing into some robes. 
 
    “What about me?” Yato asked Danzen, alarm in her eyes. “How can I help?” 
 
    Yato’s gauntleted blades were on the side table, next to where his weapons had been just moments ago. He made a split-second decision, one that he hoped wouldn’t come back to haunt him. “Put them on, and be ready for anything.” 
 
    Another pebble. 
 
    “Is this something that Soko would do?” Kudzu asked, who now stood at the back of the room, also with her blade drawn. 
 
    “There are a number of things she would do,” Danzen said as he withdrew Astra. “And we may be overthinking this. I’ll go out there; the two of you stay back. Hopefully, it’s nothing.” 
 
    Skrrict! Skrrict! Yato summoned her blades. 
 
    As carefully as ever, Danzen let himself out onto the balcony, his eyes immediately falling to a pair of torches below. As he had suspected, it was indeed Soko, and the female assassin was with Thane’s two students. Accompanying them was a team of what Danzen instantly assumed were younger Diyu Brotherhood recruits, all wearing matching white masks, the same one that Soko wore, the only difference being that hers had red accents around her eyeholes. 
 
    “Stand down,” Danzen said, summoning his power, the two words feeling as if it had originated in the depths of hell and somehow pried their way out of his mouth. He had to amplify his voice considering he was on a balcony, which only made it hurt more as it scratched out of his throat. 
 
    Even with his effort, none of the assassins stirred. 
 
    Soko rose higher into the air, darkness enveloping her as she left the glow of the torchlight below. She stopped about ten feet away from Danzen, now at eye level. 
 
    “They can’t hear you, dear,” she said. “I saw to that.” 
 
    Danzen recalled what the archery instructor known as Yuna had done to her own students, the blood trickling down their necks originating from their ears. 
 
    “You disfigured them to thwart me?” 
 
    “I do a lot to thwart you,” she said, “but it is all for a purpose, a reason.” 
 
    Yato stepped out on the balcony.  
 
    Soko turned to her, tilting her head slightly as she took the young assassin in. “If it isn’t the little traitor. You were always the weakest of Thane’s students, and I was sure that you would die first. But I have a policy, you know, not to trust my first instinct, and I also saw a scenario in which you led Danzen to me under the influence of his power. He is influencing you, isn’t he?” 
 
    Yato didn’t respond. 
 
    “That’s what I thought. We knew you had arrived in the city as soon as the ship reached the wharf,” she told the two of them. “I see you have changed your appearance in the hopes that this would help you in some way, and I must say, you look good with short hair. It reminds me of how you looked when you were a boy.” She floated just a few feet closer to him. “I don’t want to kill you, you know. I remember the battle we had on this very field behind me, and I thought a lot about it since. No, I don’t want to kill you, but I wouldn’t mind owning your weapons, especially the shadow one, which reminds me of Jinkai and his Penumbra. But that’s a conversation for another day, and there will be plenty more of those, at least for me anyway. And I suppose there’s always the afterlife, where we can finally reunite. Would you like that?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t respond to Soko’s question; he did his best to ignore the hair standing on the back of his neck, knowing full well that the ghoul floating before him could attack at any moment. 
 
    “You claim to be the son of the ruler of Diyu, and by the time I get there, maybe you will have taken his throne. Can you see it?” she asked as she tilted her head, a sliver of moonlight reflecting off her white mask adding a hint of tragedy to the image that Danzen would later have trouble putting words to. “We could rule it together, you and I, Diyu could be ours.” 
 
    “I will not be ruling Diyu.” 
 
    “Yes, you will, and I will be your queen. You will see then when you have taken the throne that I am the only one worthy of your affection. Not a useless yokai, or a young and naïve follower.” 
 
    Kudzu stepped out onto the balcony as well.  
 
    “They said there was a woman with white hair with you, and I wondered if it was the fox,” Soko said, still with her focus solely on Danzen. “She got in the way last time, if I recall, but it won’t be so easy this time.” 
 
    “This is between you and me,” Danzen said before Kudzu could respond. “Call off your students, and…” He stopped speaking. It was no use. This line of reasoning wouldn’t work with Soko. He had learned that during their last encounter.  
 
    There was no sense in delaying the inevitable. 
 
    Danzen loosed Astra as fast as he possibly could, the sword passing through Soko’s torso and remaining stuck in her chest. She staggered backwards, both hands on the grip of the weapon now, the woman gasping.  
 
    “You… You…” With a thrust forward she withdrew the blade, bringing a trail of blood with it. “You dare?” she asked, the expressionless mask she wore at odds with the shocked sound of her voice. Like a moth that had suddenly reached exhaustion, Soko fell to the ground as Astra returned to Danzen’s hand. 
 
    The explosion that followed brought the building down, the balcony tumbling toward the ground, the roof cascading on top of the three of them, Danzen, Kudzu, and Yato buried beneath the rubble. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen’s ears continued to ring as he slowly began to press himself out of the debris. The explosion had happened somewhere below them, that he was certain, which meant that Soko had set it up beforehand, disregarding the lives of the hotel workers. 
 
    During his time alone in the room, Danzen changed into the robes his mother had given him, and while he normally had the sleeves rolled up, he had rolled them down during his rest, and had forgotten to adjust them during dinner. It wasn’t a lot of added protection, but it had done the trick, Danzen somehow protected from any nicks or scrapes that would have certainly called forth his demons.  
 
    As the dust settled, Danzen was the first to his feet, the former assassin hunched over now, Astra still in his hand.  
 
    He sheathed his famed sword into its porous scabbard, ignoring Soko’s blood on its tip, and withdrew his Blade of Darkness. He turned to the group of assassins practically bearing down on him, ready to shift through the debris.  
 
    Soko was gone now, and he faintly remembered as the balcony came down that he had seen her retreat toward the middle of the group, shielded by the younger assassins. Would she survive? Danzen had intended for his wound to be fatal, and when he had that sort of mindset, he generally didn’t miss. There was no way to tell now, and if she was going to die later, he would have to find out about it some other way. 
 
    “We will kill you,” one of Thane’s students hissed, his voice louder than it should have been likely due to whatever Soko had done to his eardrums. 
 
    Danzen sensed movement behind him, and for a split second he thought it was Soko.  
 
    He dropped and helped Kudzu to her feet. He had been so focused on his opponents that he had failed to see to his friends. More movement behind him signaled that Yato was slowly pressing herself out of the wreckage, Danzen unable to assist her now that he had Kudzu’s arm over his shoulder. She was bad off, her face somewhere between human and fox, and her breaths were much lighter than they should have been. 
 
    “I’m here!” Jelmay shouted, the bakeneko suddenly appearing to the right of the assassins in Danzen’s form. The only thing was, the approaching assassins couldn’t hear him, which meant they didn’t see the distraction Jelmay was trying to create.  
 
    A solution came to Danzen. 
 
    He lowered Kudzu to the ground and brought his weapon to the ready, just as they spotted him. He moved rapidly to the right, fast enough that he knew that it would appear as if he had bolted away. Danzen returned once all of the assassins’ heads followed in the direction they thought he had gone, the group discovering Jelmay disguised as Danzen, and assuming it was him. 
 
    “We have to get you out of here,” he told Kudzu as he helped her back to her feet. The glint of something sharp cut Danzen’s eye. He looked up to see Yato standing with her blade still drawn, strands of her hair beating against the front of her face. She could have struck him. He didn’t think it was possible because of the power he had used against her, but his ears were still ringing, and he was disoriented from the collapse of the balcony.  
 
    He didn’t know what was possible anymore. 
 
    “They’re not going to stop,” Yato said, the group of assassins starting to swarm around Jelmay. 
 
    “Do you see now?” Danzen asked, catching something behind her eyes, the way her pupils darted left and right. She was finally coming to understand what Danzen had experienced all these years. 
 
    “What did she do to them?” Yato asked. “Tensei and Sonin. What did she do?” 
 
    “Their ears,” said Danzen. “All of them.” 
 
    “What do we do?” 
 
    “We?” Danzen asked, his heart skipping a beat. She had made her decision, and while he was prepared to deal with the assassins and Yato at the same time, Danzen was relieved to the point that he exhaled audibly. “I need you to get Kudzu to safety.” 
 
    “Where is safety?” she asked, her voice choking. 
 
    “There is no safety for us. But for now, north, to Odval, that will do. I have to help Jelmay.” 
 
    Yato nodded. “The carriage station on the other side of Arsi?” 
 
    “Yes, we will meet you there. Do not look back, keep going. No matter what you hear next.” 
 
    Skkrikt! Skkrikt! 
 
    Her blades returned to the sleeves of her gauntlet, and as they did Danzen realized something in that moment, something she had been misleading him about. For her to be able to summon the blades required some understanding of her echo. What was her ranking then? Had Yato actually learned to bend it to some degree? Had she really been playing dumb this entire time? She had, but that was a conversation they could have once they made it through the other end of whatever was about to happen here. 
 
    “Go,” Danzen whispered to her. “And quickly.” 
 
    Shadows swarmed around the tip of his Blade of Darkness, almost as if they were angry beings, hungry demons all coming to feed at once. He got into position and brought his blade back and overhead, Danzen’s first strike cutting into four of the younger assassins, the marks clean, from their shoulders diagonally across their torsos. Instant death. Fountains of blood followed, the other assassins, and Thane’s two students, startled by Danzen’s sudden appearance and sheer power. 
 
    Was there a way to convert them? Likely not. It was too late now as both of them dropped their torches and went for their weapons, plumes of fire lifting from the ground, shadows peeling back as Danzen shifted into overdrive. 
 
    He needed this to be quick, before they brought more attention. At some point in the night, the authorities would find a group of slain Diyu Brotherhood assassins and all that would be swept under the rug, cleaned up before morning. That was the power of the Brotherhood. 
 
    But he needed to reach that point, and to do so swiftly before pedestrians got involved. 
 
    Danzen unleashed a fury of attacks, operating at his peak level, his sudden arrival causing Jelmay to yelp and quickly morph back into a bakeneko so he could get away from the incoming carnage. Because that was what it was looking to be. His boomerang sword in one hand, his glaive in the other, Danzen sent Astra through the air followed by spiked shadows, slice after slice butchering the night. An absolute onslaught. 
 
    He focused mostly on taking his opponents down in ways that would kill them without much suffering, but several of the assassins tried to move in closer to him and deliver short-range attacks, leading Danzen to turn up the brutality with these brave souls, stomping them down, cutting away their hands and feet, using their bodies as shields to absorb stabs from their counterparts. 
 
    In the end, the only two left were Thane’s two former students, Danzen now with blood streaked across him, his face painted red, the whites of his eyes the only thing visible in moonlight that dared reach his face. As blood dripped from his chin, he stared the two younger assassins down, giving them the chance to flee. The one with the two short swords did just that. He took off, leaving the other student behind, the one who wielded a spear. 
 
    Danzen returned Astra to its scabbard and placed both hands on his Blade of Darkness, ready to end this. 
 
    “You finish him off, I’ll get our stuff out of the rubble,” Jelmay said as if he were calling the shots. “Both your bags, Kudzu’s weapon, my stuff aside from my shield, it broke during the explosion. What else?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t respond. 
 
    “Right, you’re fighting. Where are Kudzu and Yato?” 
 
    “The carriage station,” he said, his eyes never leaving his opponent. 
 
    “I’ll wait for you. Don’t take your time with him, Pilgrim.” 
 
    Danzen heard a firing mechanism. He bent backwards just as the tip of his opponent’s spear flew at him, the end of it attached to a chain. The spear point zipped back into the casing of the spear and locked into place again.  
 
    It was an interesting design, something Danzen hadn’t encountered before. Yet it was also one that would quickly lead to the young assassin’s downfall considering the amount of hours he would have to put in to truly master a weapon with a harpoon ability.  
 
    Danzen decided at that moment to let the fight run its course, albeit on a faster timetable. His opponent tried to spear him again; Danzen stepped aside, avoiding the attack. Growing frustrated, the younger assassin attempted to use the distance given to him by the spear to keep Danzen at bay, but Danzen also had a distance-granting weapon in his glaive, and each thrust from Thane’s student was met with a calculated parry. 
 
    It became clear that he hadn’t trained against other spear users as much as he should have. 
 
    Jelmay called to him, signaling to Danzen that he needed to hurry. It was cheap, it wasn’t the way he wanted to end this fight, but he had no desire to fight the young assassin in the first place.  
 
    It was time. 
 
    Thane’s student shot his spear at him once again, and this time Danzen cut through the chain, which caused it to retract back into the polearm, the chain slapping the assassin in the face as it did so. 
 
    He let out a grunt and fell, but he was back on his feet in a matter of seconds, now with two knives in his hands, reverse grip, drawn from sheaths at his belt. His next move would be his last. As he came forward, Danzen exploded toward him, his glaive held out to the side, the shadow-dipped blade lopping the man’s head off. 
 
    His opponent’s head hit the ground and Danzen lowered his weapon, disappointed in the way that he had finished the deed. It was necessary. Time was of the essence. He heard the body fall behind him, and once he did he turned to it, and cleaned the end of his weapon off on the young man’s robes. His Blade of Darkness back in its sheath, Danzen joined Jelmay, ready to be done with this, ready to move on. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Jelmay asked, the bakeneko with all of their items hoisted over his shoulders in some way, shape, or form. 
 
    Danzen slowly nodded. 
 
    “Do you think Soko’s really dead?”  
 
    He turned back to where the fight had taken place. It was now strewn with bodies, their features accented by blips of fire from the two discarded torches. Gruesome, yet peaceful in a weird way, all of them at rest.  
 
    Finally, he spoke. “I don’t know if we’re that lucky.” 
 
    “Maybe you aren’t, but I certainly am,” Jelmay told him. “I’m the luckiest bakeneko this side of the Panchen Mountains.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “What? You aren’t going to agree with me? Fine, fine, have it your way.” Jelmay took one more look at the battle that had just taken place and shook his head. “This place is so going to be haunted in the future. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

  

 
   
    Part Four 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    To reach Odval, Danzen and his companions would first have to make it to the city of Bahlingar, which would take the rest of the night. Matters were complicated by Kudzu, who was in incredible pain from the explosion at the hotel, bleeding, not able to keep her form. They needed to get her to a healer, and the further they got from the river side city of Arsi, the better.  
 
    After all, Soko could still be alive. 
 
    Handling the carriage driver was by no means difficult for Danzen, the man oblivious as to who his blood-soaked passengers were, which allowed Kudzu to morph into her fox form. Sitting across from Danzen now were Yato and Jelmay, the bakeneko nervously picking at his claws. Yato simply stared out the window, at the rolling landscape, Danzen not sure what was going through her mind. 
 
    Kudzu didn’t normally place her head in his lap, and he normally didn’t pet her, or touch her in her fox form for that matter unless he needed to move somewhere quickly. Yet there he was, seated in the carriage with the white fox resting on his lap, her eyes clenched shut, Kudzu clearly in pain. 
 
    “She’ll be fine,” Jelmay kept saying. “And she’ll heal better in her yokai body than her human one.” 
 
    Kudzu made a sound with her throat, Danzen not sure if she was agreeing with the bakeneko or not. 
 
    “It’s really going to be up to you,” Jelmay told her. “We can take you to the veterinarian or the healer. I suppose they’re basically the same person, but Bahlingar will be large enough to have separated the medical practices.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine…” she said, her voice incredibly thin. “We need to keep going…” 
 
    “I don’t know what that explosion was all about. I get that they had booby-trapped the place, but don’t quite see why. Soko must have known that it wouldn’t kill you unless the explosion had gone off in our room.” Jelmay’s whiskers flared up. “Maybe they had bad intel and didn’t know we were staying in the upstairs room. But that just seems impossible. Remember the pebbles at the window? Even if you had Pilgrim-washed everyone’s mind at the hotel, it wouldn’t take a trained assassin long to figure out where we were. Hell, all they would need to do is head to the kitchen and ask which room is ordering the most food.” 
 
    “Then they meant to do it,” Yato said, her focus still on the dark landscape outside their window. 
 
    “Does that register with you?” Jelmay asked Danzen. 
 
    “It does. I have seen Soko handle her marks in two ways. One is quickly, almost to the point that it seems like an afterthought, like something she did on a whim. The other is to really put the fear of Diyu in them, to terrorize them until they are vulnerable to the point that it makes them an easy target, sort of the way a cat plays with its prey.” 
 
    “And you used to date her?” Jelmay tsked.  
 
    “I didn’t know that part,” said Yato. 
 
    Danzen didn’t elaborate on it, and in the end, the young assassin didn’t press him for more information. After a lull in the conversation, Jelmay started up again. 
 
    “Well, I don’t know if she’s dead or not, but we can only hope so, by any blessings left of Sunyata, please let that woman die. Our main mission now will be making sure the fox is all right.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine…” 
 
    “We have the option of resting in Bahlingar,” Jelmay said, cutting Kudzu off, “but perhaps we should continue moving on to Odval, and from there to Mother Pilgrim’s nunnery. They will know what to do there.” 
 
    “They will, but that would be quite the journey…” Danzen glanced down at Kudzu, who seemed as if she was barely breathing. Her wounds didn’t look so bad in her fox form; but he did see several trails of blood smeared across her white fur. She would heal; he had to believe this. “We can stay for a day in Odval,” Danzen said. “Rest and regroup.” 
 
    “You know me, I have no qualms with resting for a day,” said Jelmay. “Although, I did notice that you forgot to mention eating and gambling.” 
 
    “We will do that as well, the eating part. The gambling is up to you.” 
 
    “Good, because they have good meat in Odval, the freshest in the kingdom, and terrible gamblers, also some of the freshest in the kingdom. But back to the food. You’ll see,” he told Yato, as if she were interested in gastronomics. “By this time tomorrow, you are going to be as full as you have ever been in your life.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I’d like that at the moment.” 
 
    “Nonsense, everyone likes to eat.” 
 
    Jelmay eventually quieted down when the others stopped responding to his statements. He fell asleep with his hands on his belly, his head resting on a cushion behind his neck as he snored lightly. It was only after another hour passed that Yato finally spoke. 
 
    “Tensei and Sonin? What happened to them?” she asked carefully. 
 
    “One of them is dead, the other is alive. I killed the one who wields the spear.” 
 
    “Sonin,” she said, a hint of pain flickering across her face. 
 
    “Yes, him. The other decided not to fight me. They did something to prevent the influence of my voice.” 
 
    “Tensei is more cunning than Sonin, always was compulsive,” she said. “If Soko is still alive, I’m sure Tensei will join her again.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t respond and eventually, Yato nodded off as well, leaving Danzen alone with his thoughts, the only one who was still awake. As always.  
 
    The carriage slowed, and it came to a stop past the bridge, the wood creaking beneath the carriage wheels, the sound of water gushing below. Danzen took a moment to clean the blood off his face, before they departed again.  
 
    The road that led to Odval was rocky as ever, and lumber camps on the horizon added a flicker of orange to some of the hills, a protest to the dark-purple sky overhead littered with stars. There was something beautiful about twilight, something that matched him in a way that he couldn’t quite describe. He was at one with it, and as the carriage continued to Bahlingar, and from there to Odval, Danzen was at peace for a time. 
 
    They took several more pit stops along the way, but eventually made it to the outer village of Odval. Kudzu was awake now, and feeling better, but Danzen knew that they would be best to rest for the night before heading into the mountains, to his mother’s nunnery. The carriage driver led them to a small inn, and Yato, Jelmay, and Danzen exited, allowing time for Kudzu to gingerly change into clothing before joining them. 
 
    “The best room you have,” Jelmay told an older man standing behind the counter at the inn, the man’s eyebrows bushy, his mustache thick and neatly trimmed. 
 
    “We only have three rooms,” he said carefully as he took the four of them in, “and only two of them are connected.”  
 
    “Then we will take the connected ones.” Jelmay produced some kip. He began counting it out an exaggerated way, showing off his wealth. This didn’t seem to faze the older man, who simply told him the price, took the money, and then handed Jelmay a pair of keys. 
 
    “My wife, Oiwa, will be by later with fresh linens, and something to eat. My name is Yudono, and if you need anything, please let me know.” He motioned them down a hallway lit by candlelight, Kudzu leaning on Danzen for support as they walked.  
 
    The first room was larger than the second and featured two beds as well as a seating area. The second room had a nicer view of the street outside the window, yet it only had one bed, and nowhere to sit aside from a single chair parked in front of a table in the corner. Danzen led Kudzu to this bed and helped her get in. He crouched before her, ignoring Jelmay and Yato’s chatter from the larger room. 
 
    “We will just be here a day,” Danzen told Kudzu. “You should rest, and I will see about bringing a healer by. I will let you know when I do, and you can change into whatever form you would like.” 
 
    “I’m feeling better,” she said, her voice just a little shaky.  
 
    “You are looking better as well, but it is best for you to rest. One of us will always be here, either Jelmay, Yato, or me. Just call.” 
 
    Kudzu nodded. “Thank you, Pilgrim.” 
 
    Danzen made his way through the door that connected the two rooms to find Jelmay drumming his hands on his belly. “It’s about time you got her all tucked in. Here’s what we need to do tonight. One, I want some real food, some meat, like I promised Lady Pilgrim.” 
 
    A quick glance to Yato told Danzen that she wasn’t as interested in food as Jelmay assumed she would be. 
 
    “So food, and we need to get a healer, or veterinarian, someone to take a look at our little fox friend. Also, there is a popular dice game they play in this region…” 
 
    “More gambling?” Yato asked. 
 
    “Of course, more gambling. How am I supposed to fund this trip without gambling? Perhaps you would like to join me and see how it’s done. After all, you aren’t going to be an assassin forever, are you? Maybe there’s a future in which you become a remarkable gambler, and if this is the case, you need someone like me to train you. If you didn’t know, I get these visions of the future from time to time, and it’s why I joined Pilgrim over here in the first place. To be honest, I haven’t had any visions lately, but I did have them before. Maybe it has to do with resting easily with good protection nearby. It’s not like I don’t have a care in the world, I just compartmentalize things.” Jelmay stepped to the door and looked back at the two of them. “Well, is one of you coming with me?” 
 
    “I’ll go,” Yato said, once Danzen didn’t respond.  
 
    Once they left the room, Danzen sat on the bed, figuring he would rest a little himself considering he had been up for the last thirty-six hours. But he didn’t feel right with Kudzu injured in the next room, so he eventually moved to the chair near her bedside, his arms crossed over his chest, his Blade of Darkness leaning against the wall, gauntlets on the desk, and his sword sheathed at his waist. 
 
    Always ready. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen was disturbed about twenty minutes later by a knock at the door. He stood, his hand naturally finding its way to the hilt of his famed boomerang blade. The doors weren’t very thick; if he had wanted to, he could have loosed his blade in the direction of the door and reached the person on the other side.  
 
    “Hello? Is anyone in there? I’m here with linens.” 
 
    Danzen relaxed his guard once he realized that it was the wife of the man at the front desk, a woman named Oiwa. “Kudzu, we have company.” She was still in her human form, yet she had taken on a few of her fox features, including a longer snout and pointed ears. When she didn’t stir, Danzen simply made sure the blanket mostly covered her body before he went to the door. 
 
    “Your linens,” Oiwa said, the woman sniffing, her eyes bloodshot, nose and cheeks a pinkish red. 
 
    Danzen took them from her, and when he returned to the door she handed him a basket with a few slices of bread in it as well as jam in a small glass jar. 
 
    “We make, or should I say, I make now considering…” The woman stifled a sob. “I’m sorry, it’s been a rough day for me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “As I was saying, this jam is made from a local berry that only grows in this region and only between spring and summer. You’re in luck. I just wish that…” She wiped her face with her arm after Danzen took the basket from her. “Again, my apologies.” 
 
    “Is there anything I can do?” he asked. 
 
    It was then that Oiwa finally looked up at him.  
 
    She was somewhere around sixty years of age, her long strands of gray hair combed back and tucked behind her ears, which had a way of showcasing her jewelry. It wasn’t gaudy or anything, but it was indicative of some of the jewelry Danzen had seen people wearing in the north with its small polished sandstones, many similar in color of the hills outside of the village, toward the Outer Regions. 
 
    As if she sensed that he was observing her jewelry, Oiwa lifted a hand to her ear and touched her earring, the woman slowly starting to turn away from him. “I’m sorry, my lord, I shouldn’t have said anything.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” 
 
    Oiwa was just stepping away when she stopped. “If you don’t mind me saying, you sure seem to have a lot of weapons,” she said, with her back to Danzen. For some reason, this caused him to tense up. 
 
    “Just two.” 
 
    “I saw more in the room. My husband said you had a large sword.” 
 
    “We will be on our way tomorrow, I assure you.” 
 
    “No, it’s nothing like that. I’m not judging you, I’m just…” Oiwa wiped her face with her arm. “It doesn’t really seem fair to ask you for any favors considering you don’t know me, but perhaps there is something I can help you with.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Yudono told me that one of your companions seems to be injured. You may not believe it looking at me, but I spent my youth working in the infirmary of the nunnery outside of the village. I went back and forth in my twenties as well, before I met my husband.” 
 
    “My mother is from that nunnery.” 
 
    “Is she now?” 
 
    “Shodren Ravja.” 
 
    “You… you are related to Shodren?” The woman turned to him, her eyes filling with wonder. “Why she’s quite the remarkable woman. To have suffered through the hardships she suffered through when she was younger…” 
 
    “You know about that?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “Everyone knows,” she said, not elaborating. There was a very real chance that she was referring to something else, but Danzen didn’t push her on it, or if she knew about his demon father. It was better not to.  
 
    “I did not know that.” 
 
    “Shodren rebuilt the nunnery after it was attacked by bandits trying to get to its remnant. She was tortured as well, at least that’s what people say, but she never let it distract her from her overall mission of helping people better understand their echoes. She used to come to town every two weeks or so and hold lessons for those interested in bending their echoes. She was always on call to perform rites and anything else villagers needed. I was unaware that you were her son.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Then what I was going to say earlier…” Oiwa shook her head. “It no longer applies. I will help you without an exchange.” 
 
    “I don’t mind helping, if it’s something I’m able to do.” 
 
    “You might not like what I would ask you to do,” she said carefully. Oiwa’s eyes dropped from his face to the weapons sheathed at Danzen’s waist. “I don’t want you to hurt him or anything, I just want answers.” 
 
    “Answers?” 
 
    She wiped her nose again. “About a week ago, my son, Shimaru, disappeared. There’s a local boy—I guess he’s no longer a boy anymore considering he’s the same age as my son, twenty, but I’ve always seen him as such. Anyway, if anyone in the village knows where my son is, it’s him, it’s Toku. Toku has struggled, you see. He wasn’t always this way, but he lost his father at an early age and spent a lot of time with his brother, who was part of a militia, a particularly nasty one. Your mother would know about them; it was never proven, but the people that attacked her nunnery were said to be a combination of bandits and militiamen. But, those are just rumors.” 
 
    “And you think Toku would know where your son is?” Danzen asked, trying to better understand what she was hinting at. Oiwa seemed to speak in a stream-of-consciousness type of way. 
 
    “Yes, according to a few others I talked to, Shimaru was last with him. I tried to ask, and Yudono has as well, but Toku won’t even give us the time of day. He is so rude! I’ve known him his entire life, and he won’t even see me? It’s not like this village is that large, yet he acts like he runs the place. And maybe…” She nodded bitterly. “Maybe Toku does. There’s a lot you don’t know about Odval, and if you want to get into it, we can, but we don’t have to. But you should know that the village is very kip-driven, a place where bribery goes a long way, from the elders to the group of men tasked with local law enforcement. I know they say everyone in the kingdom has a price, but whatever that price is, it’s lower here in Odval. And Toku, he understands this.” 
 
    “But why wouldn’t he tell you where your son is? It seems like a rather innocent question.” 
 
    “That’s what’s bothering me about the whole affair,” Oiwa said. “Why won’t he tell us? What does he know? Is my son dead? Did Toku do something to him? I really hope Shimaru hasn’t gotten involved with any local gambling or anything like that.” 
 
    “Is he the type who would do that?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Not really, but he has been a bit unsure of himself in the past. Very timid, you might say. My son went off to Sainshand to a governmental academy there and returned for the Floating Candle Festival.” 
 
    “Was there something different about him?” 
 
    “Nothing, just that Shimaru seemed even more willing to prove that…” She shook her head. “I want to say his masculinity, but it’s not quite that. I think he just wants to prove himself to others, so he is not viewed as a weak man by those who grew up with him. And he isn’t, he truly isn’t. Shimaru is brave, stupidly so. Don’t you for a minute think I’m saying my son is weak. He’s quite strong and very intelligent.” 
 
    “If I wanted to ask Toku about your son, where would I find him? For that matter…” Something Jelmay had mentioned came to Danzen. “Is Toku the type that would have something to do with the gambling around here?” 
 
    The woman bit her lip. “He certainly is.” 
 
    “In that case, if I were someone new to town, someone who wanted to just gamble for a night, where would I go?” 
 
    Something akin to a snarl appeared on Oiwa’s face. “There’s a tavern on the other side of the village, one of those places that caters to the lumber yards between here and Bahlingar. Anyway, look for a tavern called the Golden Knuckle. There’s nothing out of the ordinary about the place upon first glance, but once you enter, it’s pretty clear that there’s a gambling ring going on in the vicinity. You won’t be able to see it, but you’ll be able to hear it. From what others have told me, there is an exclusive entrance through a door next to the bar, but only if the bartender approves of your passage. So I would start there, I mean, if I was… new to town.” 
 
    “And you think this is where Toku would be?” 
 
    “That, I don’t know,” she said, “but I’m sure it’s a good place to start. You would think with a village of this size that I would instantly know where he is. Odval may look small, but it really has grown over the last fifty years, and part of the village was built over a cave system, so there are always things happening underground, if that makes sense to you. Passageways, smuggling, that sort of thing. I try to look the other way, but sometimes sin has a way of seeping through the cracks. I just hope…” Her voice cracked. “I just hope that Shimaru is doing well, wherever he is, and I pray that he’s alive.” 
 
    “Let me check on my friend, and tell her you’ll be looking after her,” Danzen said. 
 
    “May I come in?” 
 
    Danzen hesitated. “Just give me a minute.” 
 
    He closed the door behind him and approached Kudzu’s bed. She blinked her eyes open, sensing his presence. 
 
    “I have someone here to look after you,” Danzen said. “I will be gone for just a little while.” 
 
    “What were you talking about?” Kudzu asked softly. 
 
    “A number of things, but…” Danzen offered her one of his rare grins. “I need to find somebody, you just focus on resting.” 
 
    “You need to find someone?” 
 
    “Yes, for the owners of the inn. Their son has gone missing.” 
 
    Kudzu smiled. “You can’t help but try to be the hero, can you?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far,” he said as he gently placed his hand on her shoulder. “You are half-transformed right now, so just be wary of that,” he told her. 
 
    Her snout began to soften as it morphed back to the face of a human, her ears doing the same. “I’ll remember.” 
 
    “I’m going to leave this here,” Danzen said as he withdrew Nomin’s blade. He placed it under her blanket.  
 
    “I don’t think I’ll need that…” 
 
    “Just in case. I’ll be back shortly. Either way, I will stop by to make sure you’re fine.” 
 
    “Thank you, Pilgrim, Danzen. And whatever you are about to do, be careful. We have to leave tomorrow, you know.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Once I’m better, we should bend our echoes together. I feel like I haven’t practiced in a while.” 
 
    “Sure,” he told her. “I would like that. Together.” 
 
    Kudzu stared into his eyes for a moment. “Good luck.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The streets of Odval were barely lit, Danzen keeping to the shadows, starting to feel a hint of exhaustion from being awake for so long. It wasn’t anything he couldn’t handle, but he was going to be glad when the time came for him to finally put the night behind him and sleep for a few hours. It wouldn’t be much of a stretch for him to get information from the local ruffian named Toku once he found him. Hopefully, he would be able to wrap this up quickly. 
 
    Heading toward the other side of the village, Danzen’s eyes shifted to where the most light was coming from, a commotion that he hadn’t noticed during his last trip through Odval. He knew of the area with taverns, gambling dens, and pleasure houses; he had even gone after a mark or two there in the past, but he never really paid much attention to this particular area of the village, nor had he thought much about who Odval catered to, or why it had continued to grow. 
 
    Now it made sense. 
 
    With the lumber yards slowly stripping away the forests, and people settling down, those coming from Bahlingar or perhaps some of the even smaller villages in the Outer Regions, Odval was becoming a regional hub. As it stood, Odval was about as big as the First District of Suja Village, but it was clear in the construction already taking place that it would continue to grow into something much larger, something that would require several administrative districts. What would it look like a few decades from now? Would there be any of the forest left around it? 
 
    He knew the answer to this question, that it was inevitable. Change was as destructive as it was transformative. 
 
    The Golden Knuckle stood out mainly due to the honey-colored lanterns that hung from posts around the establishment, people outside conversing and drinking, a few arguing, barmaids coming in and out of a screen door to deliver drinks to those huddled around standing tables. It was lively, but not as crazy as it must have been a couple weeks back during the festival. There were still signs of the Floating Candle Festival, from discarded paper lanterns on the ground that had been trampled over to banners and paintings on some of the buildings, symbols of fortune, prayers for health and happiness. As Danzen approached the Golden Knuckle, a man grabbed his arm and looked him over. 
 
    “Do I know you?” he asked, squinting at Danzen, his words slightly slurred together. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The man squeezed his arm; Danzen gave him a look that would have split a mountain in two. Even in his drunken state, the man sensed that he was looking death in the eyes. He quickly backed down. 
 
    Danzen entered the tavern and walked straight up to the bar, where the bartender, a thin man with a lump in his throat, studied him for a moment. 
 
    “What will it be?” 
 
    Danzen spotted the door that he knew led to the gamblers’ room and nodded to it. He thought he may have to use his Demon Speak ability, but the bartender simply motioned for him to head in. 
 
    Danzen passed under the stuffed head of a boar, its fangs easily six inches long, and from there into a rather large space bustling with activity, the room with high ceilings and seating on the second floor. There was another bar on the side of the establishment, a few patrons huddled near it, women serving them drinks. The left-hand side of the room featured card tables, a light haze in the air from hookahs smoked by men seated on cushions above, a few with their legs dangling through the railing of the second floor. Situated on the right side of the room were tables dedicated to various dice games, which was where Danzen found Jelmay, Yato standing near him. 
 
    “Something has come up,” Danzen said as he stepped up to the two of them, startling the young assassin. For his part, Jelmay paid little attention to Danzen, his eyes watching the dice that the dealer had just thrown. The three dice each landed on the number four, Jelmay gritting his teeth. “Not again,” he growled, tapping his finger on the table, the bakeneko currently in the form of the nondescript man he normally took, his hair slicked back for once, agitation in his eyes. 
 
    “Jelmay…” Yato said. 
 
    “Not now.” 
 
    “Pilgrim is here.” 
 
    “That’s why…” Jelmay quickly turned to Danzen. “I was on a winning streak, and then soon as you step up…” The dice struck the other side of the table again and Jelmay whipped around to see that they added up to the number thirteen. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, a big smile taking shape on his face as a few of the other patrons frowned. “Yes!” 
 
    “Something has come up,” Danzen said again. 
 
    “Is it Kudzu? Is she all right? I meant to find her a healer. I’ll find one, later,” Jelmay said as he looked back to the dealer. “Again.” 
 
    “She will be fine; I’m searching for someone else, a man named Toku.” 
 
    Mention of this name caused everyone at the table to stop what they were doing and look up to Danzen. There wasn’t music playing, but if there had been it would have stopped as well, the name Toku practically echoing around the two-story chamber and eliciting gasps. 
 
    “Why did you have to go and do that,” Jelmay said with a sigh. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Yato asked. 
 
    “Danzen just volunteered us for a fight.” Jelmay shook his head and withdrew his sword, several other men doing the same. “Well, you asked for it. I’ll see you all in Diyu.” 
 
    “No one is going to fight,” Danzen said, summoning his Demon Speak ability. “Put your weapons away, now.” 
 
    “Awww…” Jelmay returned his sword to its scabbard. “I’m not going to lie, I was looking forward to clobbering a few of these goons, especially after they cheated me. You saw that they were cheating, right? I swear, you should have heard some of the things they said to Lady Pilgrim when I was up about fifteen thousand kip.” 
 
    “You’re the one that told them I was your mistress,” Yato said, “and that I was ‘very friendly,’ as you put it.” 
 
    “You are friendly,” Jelmay told her. “You’re friendlier than Kudzu, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “That’s not how they took it.” 
 
    The bakeneko considered this. “Maybe you’re right, and if that’s the case, I apologize. Well, now that you have everyone’s attention, I suppose we better find this man you’re searching for, although I don’t know why you are searching for him. I’m sure you have your reasons.” Jelmay cleared his throat. “All right, someone point us in the direction of Toku, and hopefully, it involves another secret passage or something. You know, just to keep things interesting.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen’s eyes scanned the room, moving from the first floor to the second, waiting for someone to speak up. He didn’t want to rely on his Demon Speak ability again; asking for Toku was a simple request, one that should have been relatively easy for him to get an answer to. 
 
    “Well?” Jelmay asked aloud. “Is someone going to tell us or not?” 
 
    “Why do you want to meet Toku?” a woman standing near the dice table asked. She was dressed like a pillower in her form-fitting robes made of silk, but there was something hardened about her as well, a difference between her and the pillowers Danzen had seen in Chutham and Tudan. It was clear that people this far out lived a rough life, whether it be from the extreme weather or the fact that goods and services were harder to reach, all of which went to chiseling their character to some degree. 
 
    “Pilgrim, can we just wrap this up?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    “Why do you want to meet Toku?” the woman asked again. 
 
    Danzen narrowed his eyes on the woman. “You will lead us to Toku,” he said, summoning his power at the exact moment that Yato was plugging her ears. “Everyone else: forget that you saw us. In three minutes you will go back to doing whatever it was you planned to do for the evening.” 
 
    That was all it took.  
 
    The patrons stopped staring at them, Danzen, Jelmay, and Yato virtually ghosts as the woman guided them toward the exit, and from there to the front room of the tavern. The bartender started to say something, but looked away instead, clearly not wanting to get involved with whatever was about to go down. Out the door they went, straight to the establishment next door, a darkened building that looked to be void of any activity. 
 
    The woman knocked on the wooden door, and was greeted by voice a few seconds later. 
 
    “I was hoping it would be something like this,” Jelmay said excitedly. “I always like how humans try to squirrel themselves away with their own sin, coming up with secret codes and locations and whatnot. All of it. What fascinating creatures!” 
 
    “I think humans would say the same for you,” Yato told him. 
 
    “That I’m fascinating?” Jelmay considered this. “I suppose that is something I will take as a compliment. When the bards…” 
 
    The door opened and a man with broad shoulders stepped out, his face obscured by a black mask. He crossed his thick arms over his chest, Danzen noticing in the glint of light coming from a hanging lantern that his forearms were covered in scars and tattoos. 
 
    “They want to see Toku.” 
 
    “I would love to see you fight this guy,” Jelmay said under his breath. “Just look at him, thinks he’s so tough…” 
 
    “What was that?” asked the masked doorman in a low voice. 
 
    “Take us to Toku,” Danzen said, ignoring Jelmay. 
 
    Danzen’s Demon Speak power worked again, and he came to the conclusion as they were led inside, to a dark room and up a flight of stairs lit by candles, that he was probably going to have to rely on the power for the rest of the night. 
 
    “I swear,” Jelmay said with a hint of glee, “if I had your power, this entire world would belong to me. Every part of the kingdom. Lady Pilgrim? What about you?” 
 
    The young assassin didn’t respond, which was probably a good thing because there was an eerie quiet to the space they were now in, Yato likely sensing the same thing as Danzen, to be ready for anything. 
 
    They reached the top of the stairs and came to a short hallway, the wood floor polished, Danzen stopping once he heard a whimpering. 
 
    “What is that?” Jelmay asked the towering door guard. 
 
    “Toku’s guests.” 
 
    Danzen heard laughing at the end of the hallway; his arms tensed and his hand went to the grip of his boomerang sword, popping it out of its scabbard. He stopped and turned his head to Yato. They made eye contact; Danzen nodded at her. 
 
    Skrrict!  
 
    Yato produced just one of her gauntleted blades. Also getting a sense that something was awry, the bakeneko found a place behind both of them with his sword drawn. No words were exchanged between the three as they moved down the hall. Jelmay had been around Danzen enough to know when he was prepared to act, and Yato had had enough training to recognize this as well. Whatever they were getting into could very well require bloodshed. 
 
    Another laugh. More whimpering. 
 
    They stopped at the door at the end of the hallway and the guard knocked once, the sound ricocheting down the corridor. 
 
    “What is it now?” a man called out from the other side, his voice with an edge to it, but not one that made him sound aged anyway. He sounded youthful. 
 
    “Visitors.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Step aside,” Danzen told the guard, “and don’t interfere with what you hear next.” 
 
    “Yes,” Jelmay said, “that’s the Pilgrim I’m talking about!” 
 
    “I am not expecting any visitors!” the voice called from the other room.  
 
    Rather than reply, Toku’s brute stepped aside and Danzen shouldered into the room, Yato quickly moving to his right, Jelmay to his left. What he found flashed to mind the demons that were called forth when he broke skin.  
 
    Toku was nude and seated on a man’s back, the man on all fours, also nude. There were two women with their wrists tied to the ceiling, both hanging their heads, their bodies covered in lacerations. There was also a man in a mask near Toku who was crouched, and as soon as Danzen entered, he shot forward to attack. The former assassin caught him by the neck and slammed him into the ground, Toku letting out a yelp of surprise.  
 
    “No one move.” 
 
    “What in the name of Diyu is going on in here?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    “Sexual deviant,” Yato said as she called forth her other gauntleted blade. 
 
    Skrrict!  
 
    “What have you done to me?” Toku asked, the young man wild eyed and grinding his teeth, not able to move from where he was seated on the man’s back. Toku’s body covered in dozens of poorly drawn tattoos, everything from demon faces to naked women and swords, ancient characters. Rail-thin with sinewy muscles, he had an air about him that made it clear Toku was used to getting his way. 
 
    “You won’t make it out of Odval alive,” he growled. 
 
    The women strung from the ceilings whimpered again. Yato immediately made her way over to them and removed their binds, both falling limp to the floor when she was done, their heads hung in shame. She crouched before one of them, her weapon still drawn, her eyes still focused on the nude man seated on the back of another in the center of the room. 
 
    “Well, I think I figured out what’s going on here,” Jelmay said matter-of-factly. “I’ve seen it before in Sainshand. Our boy Toku is clearly some kind of low-level thug who has reached a higher status than someone like him should probably have, and he also is, as Lady Pilgrim hinted at, some sort of sexual deviant. Now, I should say, I have always been of the philosophy that as long as all parties are consenting, whatever goes, goes. We really haven’t had a sex talk before, have we, Pilgrim?” 
 
    “Not now, Jelmay.” 
 
    “Let me finish; I’m going somewhere with this. My money, and believe me, I have plenty of kip, tells me that Toku here gets off on torturing people, specifically people who have upset him. These women? The masked fellow?” Jelmay motioned toward the man lying on the ground, still recovering from Danzen’s chokeslam. “And the one he is sitting on is probably one of his underlings who have upset him in some way.” 
 
    “Whatever you have done to me, you will pay tenfold,” Toku said through gritted teeth. 
 
    Danzen approached him and placed his foot on the man who was on all fours beneath Toku. He nudged the man out of the way, causing Toku to fall to the ground, still frozen stiff. Danzen crouched in front of him. “I’m looking for someone.”  
 
    He had seen enough angry glares to not be fazed by the way the young thug was looking at him. Even if Danzen had been initially startled by what he saw when coming into the room, it wasn’t the first time that he had witnessed something like this before either, people growing more and more devious with the power they were able to obtain. He didn’t think much about it, but what he had thought in the past could be summarized in a single sentence: Danzen knew that those with evil in their hearts would do anything to get power, and usually this power came from great expanses of wealth, which they would slowly get their fill of and force them to shift their thirst elsewhere, a thirst that was unquenchable. 
 
    They were hungry ghosts. 
 
    “He will be the last person you look for,” Toku said. 
 
    “Ha! I seriously doubt that,” said Jelmay. “Am I the only one that’s glad that Kudzu isn’t here? She would absolutely hate to see something like this.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t reply to the bakeneko. He kept his focus on Toku. “I’m looking for Shimaru. Where is he?” 
 
    “I don’t have to tell you anything. You will be dead before you reach Bahlingar.” 
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    “Monkurenji Temple,” Toku said, his lips suddenly trembling. 
 
    “And he is alive?” 
 
    “I… I don’t know.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “He… he wanted to prove himself, to join the organization I have formed here. But he’s not… Shimaru is not cut out for something like this. We… we were childhood friends. He doesn’t need to be part of this.” 
 
    “And you sent him to this temple, the Monkurenji Temple? Why?” 
 
    “It’s abandoned, toward the Outer Regions. They say if you can last a single night there, you will come out a stronger man than you went in. I promised that I would let Shimaru join if he went there and returned.” 
 
    “And he actually went?” 
 
    “I had someone follow him. Yes. He went there and according to my scout, he entered the temple.” 
 
    “But he hasn’t come out yet, has he?” Jelmay asked.  
 
    “No, and I don’t think he will. No one has ever survived a night in that temple,” Toku said, something changing about his voice, a hint of fear behind it. 
 
    Danzen stood. He turned his companions, his head lowered to some degree. 
 
    “We’re going to this temple, aren’t we?” Jelmay asked, the bakeneko clearly holding back a groan. 
 
    “We are.” 
 
    “What about these people?” Yato’s blades slowly retracted back into her gauntlets as she stepped toward Danzen, a dark look on her face. It was clear that what she’d witnessed in the room had affected her to some degree, and Danzen couldn’t blame her. It was vile, an image of depravity, the whimpering and crude behavior, warped power on display. 
 
    “Everyone that is injured will seek medical treatment,” Danzen began, his Demon Speak scratching at his throat. “Toku, whatever pleasure you get from doing this will cease to exist. You will no longer torture people. All of you will forget this night, and you will forget ever seeing us.” 
 
    “That’s it?” Jelmay asked. “You aren’t going to make him suffer like he’s made others suffer?” 
 
    While Danzen had done this before, he wasn’t in the mood to pursue this any further. What was done, was done.  
 
    “Let’s return to Kudzu,” Danzen finally told his companions. “We will leave for this temple in the morning.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen, Jelmay, and Yato reached the inn and were greeted by Oiwa’s husband, Yudono. He wore an apron now, and was cleaning the floors when they came in, the older man looking up to them as he spoke. “Welcome back. My wife has seen to your companion.” 
 
    “And what did she say?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “Oiwa would like for her to rest for the next twenty-four hours or so, maybe a little longer. Her wounds seem to be healing rapidly, but she still needs sleep. I assumed you are planning on leaving tomorrow, but…” Yudono slowly pressed himself off the floor using a chair for support. “She also has told me about her request, how she is seeking information for Shimaru. He’s her son, you know, but he accepts me to some degree.” He lowered his gaze, as if in shame. “I would fetch her now, but she has retired for the night. She gets tired healing with her hands, but she’ll be able to speak to you in the morning.” 
 
    “That’s how she healed Kudzu?” asked Jelmay. 
 
    “The nuns outside of town taught her how to do it using her own echo, believe it or not. Some people don’t think it’s possible, but I’ve seen her work miracles. I guess I won’t keep you any longer. I can get her if you’d like…” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Danzen said. “We can give her an update in the morning.” 
 
    Yudono paused, an eyebrow raising as he looked at Danzen. “So there is an update.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Good, wonderful. I had no idea what to expect, to be honest, especially with Toku involved, but I’m glad to hear it. We will have breakfast ready in the morning, and please let us know if there’s anything extra that you would like to eat, anything local, that sort of thing. We will do what we can to honor your request.” 
 
    “Actually,” Jelmay said, his hand naturally coming to his waist. He retrieved the stack of kip from his front pocket and began counting out bills. “We want the works, everything and then some. Pretend like it’s a celebration, like it’s morning of the Floating Candle Festival, something like that. And we’re going to need to stay here for a few more days, if that’s what it takes to heal her. So go ahead and charge us for that as well. Tomorrow…” Jelmay placed the money on the counter. “We’ll be gone most of tomorrow, but we’ll be back either that night, or the following morning. Just a guess. She can rest here while we are out.”  
 
    “Yes, thank you.” Yudono ran his hand over the few strands of hair on his head and offered them a toothy grin. “I suppose I shouldn’t keep you any longer…” 
 
    “Just make sure there’s plenty of good stuff for breakfast,” Jelmay said as he waltzed by the man, and from there to the hallway to his room. Danzen and Yato followed, and after Danzen checked on Kudzu, who was resting peacefully, he joined Jelmay and Yato in the other room to find the bakeneko already sprawled out on the bed, in his cat form, staring up at the ceiling. 
 
    “You came too soon earlier,” Jelmay said without looking at Danzen. “I was just about to hit my winning streak there at the Golden Knuckle. Ask Lady Pilgrim, she knows.” 
 
    Yato bobbed her head left and right, Danzen not sure if she was agreeing, or disagreeing with the bakeneko. 
 
    “I guess it doesn’t matter now,” Jelmay lamented. “Tomorrow, we have to go to some twisted temple and see if we can find this kid’s dead body.” 
 
    “You think he’s dead?” Yato asked. 
 
    “Why else wouldn’t he return? He has to be dead. But, I guess we will find out for ourselves once we get there. Poor Kudzu, she doesn’t get to go to a haunted temple with us.” 
 
    “What makes you think it’s haunted?” Yato asked, her tone of voice indicating that she believed the bakeneko, that she was giving weight to his words. 
 
    “Abandoned temple in the middle of nowhere? Bah. Definitely haunted. If it’s not haunted, then I don’t know what it is. Probably cursed. Haunted and cursed, likely. But, we got Pilgrim with us, and he’s half-demon and his father is the ruler of Diyu, so I don’t expect anybody will give us too many problems. What do you think?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Danzen said. 
 
    “All I’m saying is to get ready for some spooky stuff. And we should leave early enough in the morning, after a big breakfast, of course, so we can get there while there is still daylight.” He yawned. “I don’t know which one of you is sleeping in this room tonight, but you better try to fall asleep fast, because I’ll be snoring soon enough.” 
 
    “I’ll stay with Kudzu,” Danzen said.  
 
    Yato considered her options for a moment, and since there wasn’t a bed in the other room, she opted to stay in the room with Jelmay. She removed her gauntleted blades and placed them on the nightstand next to the bed.  
 
    She turned to Danzen. “Will you bend your echo in the morning?” 
 
    “Likely.” 
 
    “Perhaps I will join you then, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “By all means.”  
 
    Danzen shifted to the second room and took a seat against the wall, crossing his legs beneath his body. He was certain that Yato knew more about bending her echo than she was letting on, especially with her ability to summon her bladed weapons. They would both have to get tested at some point in the near future, to see where they stood on the spectrum. If she was already starting the path, which it was clear that she was, there was a chance that Yato would grow much stronger than Danzen, at least when it came to his echo. He wondered what would become of her over the next several years, what she hoped to gain in joining them. 
 
    Regardless, he owed it to Thane to shepherd her for as long as she wanted. It didn’t hurt having someone with real combat knowledge as part of the group, not that Jelmay or Kudzu couldn’t fight when called upon. Still, they weren’t trained, and much of Jelmay’s power relied on trickery, which could always backfire. Kudzu was swift in her fox form, and was able to ambush enemies at ease, but she was also vulnerable considering her size. She could fight well enough in her human form, but was no match for an expert swordsman. 
 
    Having Yato around, for however long she planned to stay, would give their small group an edge. Danzen was keenly aware of this, but he didn’t know what her presence would bring in terms of future conflicts, or the targets on his own head. She didn’t deserve to be part of that. It was her choice to stick around, and he would do his best to honor her company, Danzen’s own way of paying homage to Thane, but she needed to understand the risks that came by association. 
 
    He would speak to her about it tomorrow, before they bent their echoes.  
 
    She still had time to get away, to disappear as he had attempted two years ago, only better, without a contract for her life. Jelmay could give her money, enough to easily secure her in her journey for the rest of the year, maybe longer. Danzen wasn’t opposed to visiting a bank as well, using his power to get her even more funding if necessary. 
 
    Everyone deserved a second chance, one that was out of harm’s way. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen slept better than he had in a week, even in his seated position. He faintly remembered a dream about one of his training sessions with Nomin, the blind assassin always keeping him on his toes. The daylight coming in from the window cast a sparkling arc onto the ground, Kudzu on her side now, a single eye open as she took Danzen in. 
 
    “Morning,” he said. 
 
    “What did she do to me?” 
 
    “Oiwa?” 
 
    “Is that the woman that runs the inn?” asked Kudzu. 
 
    “She is. She healed you using her own echo. I believe there may have been some internal damage, which you may naturally heal from, but she sped up the process. She wants you to rest here another day or so.” 
 
    Kudzu slowly tilted her chin down. “I hope I haven’t become a burden.” 
 
    “You’re nothing like that. I would rather you be well rested before we head to the nunnery.” 
 
    “Jelmay? Yato?” 
 
    “In the other room. We’re going to head out today, but we should be back by nightfall.” 
 
    “Where are you going?”  
 
    Danzen caught Kudzu up on the previous night’s proceedings, how Shimaru, the female innkeeper’s son, had gone to the Monkurenji Temple to prove to a local ruffian named Toku that he was tough enough to join his cause. He never returned, and Danzen hoped to discover what happened to him. 
 
    “Do you think he’s dead?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Danzen heard a light tap at the door that joined the two rooms together. Yato stepped in, wearing the same disguise she had picked up in Arsi. They still hadn’t gotten new clothing for her yet, which was likely something they would need to do today. 
 
    “We’re going to bend our echoes for a little while,” he told Kudzu. “Breakfast should be available soon.” 
 
    “I’m not hungry.” 
 
    “You should eat,” Yato told her. “It will help you recover.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” Kudzu smiled at Danzen and then slowly began to relax onto the straw pillow again, her eyes eventually pressing shut. 
 
    “Where should we go to bend?” Danzen asked Yato. 
 
    “There is a space for us in the room across the hall. I checked with the old man this morning. I couldn’t sleep.” 
 
    “Why is that?” he asked as they left the room and crossed the hallway. They came into the adjoining guest bedroom, held together by a circular rug, hand-stitched with red and blue thread depicting a battle scene. 
 
    “Nightmares,” Yato admitted. “I wasn’t expecting us to find Toku in the way that we did last night. It was just disturbing.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t reply. He’d seen enough in his twenty years as an assassin to know that humans were capable of monstrous things. After slightly bowing his head to Yato, he got into a sword stance with one leg before the other. 
 
    “What is your ranking?” he asked. “I’m a Crystal Mancer.” 
 
    “I’ve never been tested.” 
 
    “But you have an understanding of bending your echo, right? You must be using your echo to be able to summon your blades.” 
 
    “I do, yes. Master Thane taught me how to do it.” 
 
    “And did he give you a morning practice, something to advance your power? You can obviously summon your echo, but did he show you more?” 
 
    “Not really. Tensei and Sonin weren’t really focused on using their weapons in that way, and I believe that he would have shown me at some point, but most of my training involved combat once my blades were already drawn.” 
 
    “I’m not the one that should be teaching you how to bend your echo.” 
 
    “You seem to know how to do it,” Yato observed. 
 
    “I know what works for me.” 
 
    “If it works for you, it may work for me.” 
 
    “Get your weapons.” 
 
    Yato left, and for the minute or so that she was gone, Danzen slowly moved forward, Astra gripped in both hands. He could feel his echo pulsing within him. He was ready. 
 
    She returned, both gauntleted blades already out of their protective casing. 
 
    “As I said, I’m not really qualified to teach this,” Danzen began, “but I can at least tell you what has worked for me, and what continues to work. I like to get into a stance used to face someone with a shield.” He brought a foot back and hunkered down, a bit loose at the waist. “I have found that going through slow-motion movements of an attack allows me to feel my echo the most. And that’s what this practice is all about, at least it is for me. If you can feel it, it’s working, and you can take command of your echo in a way. I wouldn’t say it is exactly like a dance, but I believe there are some similarities.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t have much time to think about what he had just told her, but a thought did pop into his head as the words left his mouth. Was this how he would eventually control his demons? Was it a mind over matter scenario? Did he simply need to let his echo work through him? 
 
    Yato brought her arms up, Danzen putting aside a flashback he had in that moment, one related to Soko. They had sparred multiple times, and there had been a time early on that she had tried using gauntleted blades. Standing before him now, her dark bangs swept across her forehead, a determined look on her face, Yato looked as if she could be Soko’s younger sister. Here was an assassin who had yet to be permanently scarred by reality, one who hadn’t abused Sunyata talismans, one who still, to some degree, had hope in her life if she chose to pursue it. 
 
    Yato brought a fist forward and then snapped it back. As if there were a string attached to her elbow, she performed a quick punch. She did the same, but slower this time. She had good form, and if Danzen were her teacher he would have her work on her strength. A bladed jab like that could end someone’s life before the fight officially started. Always a good strategy. 
 
    He watched her form and she came in for a side swing, Danzen standing about six feet away from her. 
 
    An idea came to him. 
 
    He brought his sword to the ready; Yato stopped what she was doing.  
 
    Moving in a sweeping motion, Danzen came forward like he was going to strike her, and she shifted to mirror blocking his attack. He could feel it almost immediately, remnants of Sunyata twisting deep in his stomach.  
 
    It soon became a dance, just as he had suggested, Danzen sensing that there was energy swirling around the room with them, the two never touching blades, but always coming close enough that he could feel her echo pressing back against his. Yato was by no means weak, and the more they bent their echoes, the more he realized that he was familiar with the power she was putting off.  
 
    It reminded him of Nomin. 
 
    Only in facing a new opponent also familiar with her echo did he realize the difference between the power Nomin possessed over someone like Soko, a remnant exploiter. Strong and fierce, sure, but there was something hollow about Soko’s attacks, something Danzen only understood now in facing someone organically using their echo. 
 
    He was surprised that he hadn’t recognized it before. He’d never focused on the power in his skirmishes with Nomin, only focused on either learning from the blind assassin, or in the end, overwhelming her so she couldn’t kill him.  
 
    Remembering the fight they’d had back in his mother’s nunnery sparked something in his chest, Danzen’s hands tensing, his grip solidifying on his blade as he came forward again. Yato adjusted to his movement, and it was only after they had been practicing for a while that she stepped back and started to catch her breath. “Your eyes…” 
 
    Danzen opened his eyes. They had been closed for the last fifteen minutes. 
 
    “Sorry. I hope I didn’t come too close,” he said. 
 
    “No, it was like you could see me.” 
 
    “It is something I learned.” 
 
    “Could you… teach me that?”  
 
    Danzen looked the young assassin over. He didn’t want to train someone; he didn’t want yet another person to go down his path, to become a natural-born killer. But he could feel Sunyata within him now, and he noticed the difference in practicing with Yato versus practicing alone. He also knew that not training her would lead to a situation in which she was less prepared than she could have been if she continued down the assassin path. Was he really ready to take on an apprentice? Was that what this was becoming? 
 
    Danzen returned his blade to its scabbard.  
 
    The door popped open and Jelmay stepped into the room, his eyes lifting in surprise when he saw Yato with her blades drawn. 
 
    “Am I… interrupting something here?” 
 
    “We were just bending our echoes,” Danzen said. 
 
    “It looked like you two were about to fight.” 
 
    “No, nothing like that,” Danzen assured him. 
 
    “Well, allow me to be the bearer of the best news you’ve heard all morning: breakfast is ready, and it is a full spread, just as I’d asked for. You want meat? We have meat. You want pastries? We have a piping-hot basket of pastries. Tea? Several varieties. Vegetables? I mean, that’s your choice if you want to live that kind of supposedly healthy lifestyle, but we have that as well. Did I mention we have meat? Eggs? How do you want them? You get what I’m trying to say here, Pilgrim, Lady Pilgrim. Let’s eat our hearts out and get to this haunted temple so we can be back before sunset tonight. I still have some gambling I need to do.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Little was said over breakfast, Oiwa allowing Danzen and his companions to eat before she had a conversation with him on what he had discovered from Toku. Danzen recognized that it took great restraint on her part, and he was prepared to speak to her rather than enjoy their meal, but she insisted that they finish their food first. 
 
    Able to join them, Kudzu had a light porridge, and while she was looking better, it was clear that she needed to rest for a little longer. Predictably, Jelmay ate more than his fair share, the cat barely able to keep his human form as he finally pressed away from the table and placed both feet on the ground. 
 
    “Arggh…” he moaned, his hands on his distended stomach. 
 
    “How are you supposed to walk all day like that?” Kudzu asked him, her eyes narrowed on the bakeneko. 
 
    “It’s fuel,” Jelmay told her with a wink. “Trust me, I know a lot about long journeys, and a good meal is crucial. Who knows what we’re going to eat along the way. We are going to eat, right?” he asked Danzen. 
 
    Rather than respond, the former assassin stepped past Jelmay and into the other room, where he found Oiwa seated on a chair, her hands on her lap, a worried look on her face. 
 
    “You didn’t have to wait, you know,” he told her. 
 
    “I didn’t want to bother you,” she said again. “Not while you’re enjoying your meal.” 
 
    “So good!” Jelmay called from the other room as he went for another plate. 
 
    Oiwa nodded toward his voice. “See? I didn’t want to disrupt any of that.” 
 
    Yato joined Danzen, still with her gauntlets on, which looked odd without the robes she normally wore. 
 
    “Are you familiar with the Monkurenji Temple?” he asked the elderly woman. “Toku said that this is where your son went.” 
 
    Mention of the temple caused the woman to tear up, the wrinkles on her face more pronounced as she tried to hide her emotions. She eventually couldn’t help herself, and after she wiped her eyes with the end of her apron, she spoke: “It’s an abandoned temple, one that has a history. When I was a child, young people used to tease each other that a man brave enough to stay in the temple an entire night would be blessed the next day by meeting the most beautiful girl in the kingdom. It was a foolish notion, but people actually thought that this was true. It all started because of a peddler named Yoshimaru.” 
 
    “Yoshimaru?” Yato asked. 
 
    “After a day of drinking, Yoshimaru made a bet with a group of young men that he could stay in the abandoned temple for a night by himself. If he made it through the night, one of them would offer him his sister. Different era, you know, back before Sunyata fell. It wasn’t common in this region to make that kind of bet, but older brothers had more control over women at that time. The men agreed, and they set out for the temple. The Monkurenji Temple is nearly a day’s walk from here, so they drank along the way, arriving in the late morning. They slept, and woke up and drank some more. Then it was time.” 
 
    “What happened next?” Yato asked. 
 
    Oiwa bit her lip. “Yoshimaru entered the temple with a bottle of sake while the others remained outside. It didn’t seem like anything was going to happen, and eventually he fell into a drunken sleep, all of them did. Then the ones outside were awakened by a terrible banging around inside the temple, Yoshimaru screaming at the top of his lungs. ‘The eyes! The eyes!’ he screamed again and again. Then there was silence. Then the morning came. It took the men outside a couple hours to summon the guts to enter the temple, and when they did they found nothing but a bloodied rag and a pair of eyes lying on the ground, looking at them. They ran. Have you heard of a game called niramekko?” she asked Danzen. 
 
    “A children’s game, correct?” he asked, vaguely remembering that he had seen a few young girls playing this game during one of his missions in the north. 
 
    “Niramekko is named after this event. In the game, two people stare into one another’s eyes, each making a strange face, you know, to force the other to laugh. The one who laughs first ‘loses their eyes’ to the Monkurenji Temple. I never really thought much about it,” she said bitterly. “But I was smart enough not to ever step foot near that temple. Shimaru is smarter than this, he knew better than that. My only son. If he’s there…” She brought her hand over her mouth, almost refusing to say the words. “Then he’s likely dead.” 
 
    “If that is that case, then we will retrieve the body,” Danzen said carefully as Jelmay entered the space, the bakeneko noticing that Oiwa looked distraught. He quickly turned back to the other room, where Kudzu was.  
 
    “You won’t find a body if he went to the temple and stayed overnight,” she said, her voice thin now, Oiwa barely keeping it together. “Please don’t risk yourself like that, if it is the case. You shouldn’t go in there.” 
 
    “Be that as it may, if it’s there, and I’m able to discover it, I will do my best to bring the body back to you so you can bury it properly. How do we get to the temple?” 
 
    After Oiwa gave them directions, Danzen, Jelmay, and Yato left, the three first going to a tailor to get new robes. Danzen instantly recognized the material that the tailor used. It was the same as the robes his mother had given him, which made sense considering their proximity to her nunnery.  
 
    Because the day would be warm, he chose a lighter set, one that already had a hood on it, the robes a deep gray color. Yato chose something similar and also with a hood. Jelmay didn’t buy any clothing, but he did haggle until he got a steep discount, the tailor ready to be done with him by the time the sale was over. 
 
    “It was necessary,” he said as they headed out of the village, to the north, in the same direction as Shodren’s nunnery. “I know they don’t bargain out here as much as they do in Arsi, but that’s not my problem.” 
 
    According to Oiwa, they would reach a large boulder and take the westernmost path. This trail would eventually lead them to the Monkurenji Temple. She claimed that it wound its way through both a forest and a ‘long stretch of nothing,’ as she called it. There was a river nearby where they would be able to get water, and plenty of space to camp if they ended up staying longer. 
 
    Ready for anything, Danzen had both his swords with him now; he wore his gauntleted weapons, and his Blade of Darkness was slung across his back. He didn’t carry anything else. 
 
    “So, this temple is definitely haunted, and apparently it likes drunks. Sound about right?” Jelmay asked after Yato had caught him up on what Oiwa had told her. He didn’t wait for anyone to reply. “For the record: I’m about as interested in getting involved in a haunted temple as I am spending most of my day walking there and back.” 
 
    “I could go ahead,” Danzen suggested. 
 
    “Without Kudzu to keep up with you, you could get there hours before us, and then, like this lady’s son, I wouldn’t be able to rescue you, you would be killed by this temple, and all that would be left of you would be your eyes. I guess if that’s the case, Yato could hold onto them, but it’s probably Kudzu who would want them in the end. Your eyes may be worth something, but it would seriously disrupt the songs that will one day be sung about us. You should think about that.” 
 
    “How fast can you move?” Yato asked Danzen. 
 
    “This guy?” Jelmay said as he motioned his thumb toward him. He was back in his bakeneko form now, waddling as fast as he could so to keep up with them. “Why don’t you show her?” 
 
    “That isn’t necessary.”  
 
    “Come on, Pilgrim, show off a little. Let your hair down, the hair that you don’t have anymore because you cut it all off. You know, I’m just going to say it: that was stupid. I’m not saying you’re stupid, but cutting your hair was stupid because our disguise didn’t help anyway, well, mine did, but the two of yours didn’t. Soko still found us, and she will likely find us again. You have to kill her next time, you know that, right?” 
 
    Danzen nodded.  
 
    Not wanting to listen to Jelmay any longer, he did exactly as the bakeneko had suggested. He pressed forward at his top pace, leaped into the air, cleared some distance, and continued at this pace until he came to a small pond, the former assassin easily fifteen minutes ahead of them by the time he slowed. He stopped by the pond, and noticed that the water was clear enough that he could see his own reflection. Once again, he was taken off guard by the way he looked now, his hair gone, his beard stubble just starting to appear again, something clear about his skin. He crouched down even further so he could get a better look at himself as he ran his hand over his face. 
 
    The water rippled as a fish came up to grab a small insect. The fish spotted him just as it started to come out of the water and quickly flipped back in, splashing Danzen’s face. He wiped the water away and stood, remembering something that Biren Yeshe had told him long ago about vanity, that it always had a way of backfiring. It didn’t quite apply to his current situation, Danzen by no means vain, but he had been staring at himself longer than he normally would have. 
 
    Disregard the scars, disregard the demon blood, the myriad deaths he had witnessed and how they had seemingly etched themselves onto his soul. Cast away his chiseled features and overall demeanor. Basically, disregard who he was, and Danzen wasn’t all that different from a normal person. 
 
    He sat, his legs crossed beneath him as he waited for his two companions to catch up. It didn’t feel the same without Kudzu around, but he wanted her to be better, and he was growing more and more used to Yato’s presence. He thought back to how they bent their echoes that morning, and the energy he’d felt. It really did change the power of his practice to not only imagine he was in combat, but to be in close enough proximity to someone to reenact what a fight would look like. 
 
    Yet again, the burden of becoming her instructor fell upon his shoulders, one that he felt he was almost thrust into by Thane. And it could have turned out so differently. He could have killed Yato, and that would have been the end of it. That’s what happened to other assassins, such as Shunta, the first assassin to find him in Genshin Valley, not to mention those that were with Nayaga, or Yuna’s students. Assassins hunting assassins was an equation for death, and it was a simple math that he had now squashed. 
 
    But maybe it wouldn’t be such a burden. If she wanted to stick around, and if she wanted to learn, Danzen had plenty to show her. He still needed to have that conversation with her, to let her know what she was getting into by being associated with him. 
 
    And that conversation wasn’t going to be able to happen with Jelmay around. 
 
    Eventually, Danzen spotted Yato and Jelmay, the former assassin on his feet by the time they reached him.  
 
    “See what I mean?” Jelmay asked Yato, the bakeneko slightly out of breath. “He’s fast.” 
 
    “That was… inhuman.”  
 
    “More like superhuman,” Jelmay told her. “But that about sums it up. There had better be some food between here and the temple, and I hope you two are ready to be disappointed.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” Danzen asked as they started up on the trail again. 
 
    “Because Shimaru is dead,” Jelmay said lightly. “I’ll put money on that.” 
 
    “How much?” Yato asked, surprising Danzen. 
 
    The bakeneko turned to her, a curious smile taking shape on his face. “How much? How much do you have, Lady Pilgrim?” 
 
    “Not a lot. Just under a thousand.” 
 
    “A thousand kip it is. You’re on!” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The start of the forest became a rolling plain, much of the grasslands dry and treeless, an occasional vulture circling overhead. This was where the three-legged raven stopped following Danzen and his companions.  
 
    It was too open, too easy to be spotted. After observing them for as long as it could, the raven lifted into the air and turned in the direction of the nunnery. It would stay there the rest of the day, and decide later when to report. 
 
    Danzen and his companions never saw the raven, and for a while it seemed as if they wouldn’t see anything aside from light-brown grass and patches of soil. There was a rim of mountains, their peaks hidden by clouds, the massive structures silhouetted by a purple mist on the horizon. Was it raining closer to the mountains? How far were they from his mother’s nunnery? 
 
    As Oiwa had said, there was a stream cutting through the grasslands, but it wasn’t very large, and the riverbed was dry, just a trickle of water traveling over wet rocks and forming pockets of mud. There was nothing striking about it, not to the untrained eye, yet Jelmay, the bakeneko always with his mind on his next meal, spotted something. 
 
    “Food,” he said suddenly as he turned to the riverbed.  
 
    He waddled down the water and began plucking mustard-colored mushrooms that were growing out of clumps of saturated grass, his tail curling slightly as he did so. He sniffed each mushroom with pleasure, licked his lips and continued to grab more of them until he had several stems worth. 
 
    “These are a delicacy, you know,” he said as he plopped down before the river. Jelmay proceeded to wash off the mushrooms, placing them on the surface of the smooth rock. “You two don’t know what you’re missing here.” He tossed the first one in his mouth. “I think it’s time for us to take a break. You know, all this travel isn’t healthy for anyone. It is important to take breaks. What do you say, Pilgrim? Thirty minutes? Come on. I’m going to eat some of these mushrooms, maybe all of them, and then I’m going to rest for a moment and stare up at the clouds. I would suggest finding some shade, but there is none. Maybe that will get me motivated to leave. But not before I take a break.” 
 
    “Are you sure those are safe to eat?” Yato asked. 
 
    “If you’re asking if these mushrooms are going to make me hallucinate or anything crazy like that, the answer is no. Safe? Questionable. Too many and they may poison me, but just enough and I will be filling a nice little buzz for the rest of the walk, plus they taste a little like boiled rice that has been seasoned with curry powder. Don’t believe me? Try one,” he said, offering one of the mushrooms to her. 
 
    “I think I’ve had enough breakfast.” 
 
    Jelmay shrugged. “Suit yourself. Thirty minutes, Pilgrim. We good?” 
 
    Danzen stepped away from the bakeneko, figuring now was as good a time as any to speak privately to Yato. Once he felt he was a good enough distance for Jelmay not to interrupt, he turned to her, waiting for the young assassin to reach him. A wind blew up over the plains; Danzen saw a couple thin deer scattering in the distance. They were too far away for him to bring one down with Astra. 
 
    “Does he always move this slowly?” Yato asked him in an attempt to spark up a conversation. They’d been standing for a few minutes in silence before she spoke, Danzen not yet ready to say what needed to be said. 
 
    “Always. And… I need you to understand something,” he began. “I appreciate your company, and I don’t mind that you are traveling with us. Bending our echoes this morning was very interesting, and it’s also something I would like to continue doing, if you are available at that time. That said, it is important for you to understand that traveling with us, and associating with me for that matter, puts your life in grave danger. My brother could show up at any moment,” Danzen said as he took a look at the rolling hills of grass laid out before him. He shuddered in that moment, imagining what that would look like if Nomtoi suddenly appeared. 
 
    “I’m aware,” Yato said. 
 
    “He may use you against me if he does something like that, and he very well could kill you. Are you prepared to die?” Danzen went straight to the point with this question, as if his words were his boomerang sword. There was no point in stepping around it. Travel with him wasn’t quite a death wish, but it wasn’t far off. 
 
    “I am,” she said without hesitation. 
 
    “You are certain of that? Not only is my brother upset with what happened between us in Diyu, there is also Soko, who may be alive, and other assassins potentially looking for me, ones that I may have never even met before, hired by a teenage girl named Sumi.” The one thing Danzen didn’t mention was his father. He didn’t know when Tengir Gantulga would show up, but he suspected he would, which would only further complicate matters. 
 
    “That’s the contract Master Thane sought out.” 
 
    “It was. And I’m assuming he didn’t need any money.” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “Then it was solely for the challenge. There are others out there, instructors and assassins, who may be in a similar mindset. Are you ready for something like that? One thing I have come to understand about my life, especially after arriving here in the valley and trying to officially start over, is that things can change rapidly for me. One minute, I’m walking down the road. The next, my brother is standing there, or Soko, or Thane.” Mention of her former teacher’s name caused Yato to lower her eyes, a couple strands of her dark hair blowing in her face as he waited for her to respond. “What I’m trying to say here is that my days can be very unpredictable, which makes them dangerous.” 
 
    “I don’t know what I want,” she finally said. “But right now, being here makes sense to me.” 
 
    “And that is fine, but you should be aware of what may happen at any point in the future, any random point. And it’s not even a question of when it may happen, it is a question of when it will happen. I will do my best to protect you, but just know…” Danzen’s throat tensed. “Just know that things can change rapidly.” He held her gaze for a moment. “Regarding training, aside from bending your echo, if there is ever something you’re interested in, I would be more than willing to help you. As you know, I’ve used my power to instruct you not to kill me, not that I feel that this is something you would indeed do at this point. I would have to modify that if we were to actually train together. Bending our echoes is different, but if you train with me, you should fight me as if you plan to kill me. It’s something to consider.” 
 
    “Then I will consider it,” Yato said after a long pause in which Jelmay threw his arms out and lay on his back, the bakeneko doing exactly as he said he would do. “I’m sorry that I don’t have a better answer than that at the moment.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. He felt better now that she was aware of what he was feeling. They could breach the subject again later. There was one thing he needed to remind her of though, and he did so as they turned back to the bakeneko. “If you decide to stay with us, always be ready to fight for your life. It may not happen for weeks or even months on end, but when it does, when those who want me dead strike, they will make lightning look slow. And in the inevitable event that I am cut around you, kill the demons as quickly as you can.” 
 
    “Because you can’t control them, right?” 
 
    “Not yet,” said Danzen. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “If I bend my echo to the point that I am able to do something like shatter, repair, or even dissolve the stone, which is one of the ranking tests, I may reach a point where I can control them.” 
 
    “We could test it out,” she said, which was something Danzen hadn’t really considered, not with another person. He remembered what had happened at the fairgrounds in Arsi in his fight against Soko, how his demons almost listened to him. Would it be something he could replicate? What if he cut himself and attempted it? Of course, this would be done in a remote environment, something like the long stretch of grassland before him, a place where he could control the outcome.  
 
    But he hadn’t done it yet. 
 
    “We need to both have our echoes tested at the nunnery before we move toward experimentation. It’s not something I like to experiment with, and for that matter, experience.” 
 
    “I can imagine,” she said as they reached Jelmay. 
 
    “Not yet you can’t.” 
 
    “It hasn’t been thirty minutes yet,” the bakeneko said, opening one eye to look up at them.  
 
    “We are moving,” Danzen told him. “The sooner we get there, the sooner we can get back to Odval and check on Kudzu.” 
 
    Jelmay let out a burp as he got to his feet. “Kudzu’s fine,” he said as he blinked a few times. “Ugh. I might have eaten too many of the mushrooms. I’ll admit that.” 
 
    Yato ended up helping Jelmay walk for a while, Danzen about thirty feet ahead of them, lost in his memories as they continued toward the Monkurenji Temple. It was well past noon now, and it wouldn’t be long before the day moved into the late afternoon.  
 
    Danzen thought he spotted a white fox in the horizon, but it was gone by the time he could confirm what he saw, which only made him want to get back to Kudzu sooner rather than later. If the temple was any further away, the likelihood that they would need to camp out was high. 
 
    Shodren claimed that there were yokai in the area, and the white fox he thought he saw had been the first indication of one. This meant that yokai were watching them right now, a sensation Danzen was all too familiar with considering the number of visits he’d made to Osul.  
 
    The grassland gave way to a forest of brush, some of it burned down, the rest intact, leaves a shade of souring yellow, everything surrounding them close to dying. 
 
    Danzen had heard of the dry spells up north, especially in the Outer Regions, and while it did rain in the mountains, the land around it was arid to the point that it was nearly uninhabitable, like some kind of other planet, which oddly enough, made it an ideal location for shrines, many of which were abandoned. 
 
    People had inhabited this region long ago, but that fell out of favor after the collapse of Sunyata, towns and villages abandoned, shrines and locations that were once bustling with activity now covered in cobwebs and deteriorating, many hidden. Some apparently cursed. 
 
    The Monkurenji Temple was no different. They came upon it in a sudden manner, the steepness of the wooded hills obscuring it. The temple, which stood two stories tall, was nestled at the start of a thick forest, surrounded by a gate out front with its carved wooden sign warning about entry. 
 
    The temple looked to be in worse shape than Danzen’s monastery was when he first found it, but it was large, easily a hundred feet in length, parts of it with the roof caved in, other parts still standing, trees reaching over and even into certain areas of the temple. It was foreboding, and Danzen could only imagine what it looked like at night. 
 
    “I don’t think I’m going in there,” Yato announced. 
 
    “You aren’t the only one,” said Jelmay. “I’m not afraid of the dark, but, I’m also not a half-demon former assassin able to kill in an instant. That means you’re up, Pilgrim.” 
 
    “Let’s check around first,” Danzen said as they pressed through the gate, which was wrapped in dry vines, the flowers that had once bloomed on it dead and sallow.  
 
    “That’s definitely something,” Jelmay said as he spotted a small leather bag. Danzen crouched in front of it and opened the bag to find ants finishing off whatever food was once inside. He dropped it immediately, and wiped his hands. 
 
    “You think it belongs to Shimaru?” Yato asked. 
 
    “There’s no way of telling, but if there are ants and there is food, it means someone was here recently enough.” Danzen looked at the entrance to the temple, which sat behind four pillars, the enormous wooden door slightly cracked open. It looked heavy, but he was pretty sure he’d be able to squeeze through. 
 
    “Are you scared?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    Danzen shook his head. “No.” 
 
    While he had encountered strange things like yokai, especially the more demonic ones, Danzen wasn’t the type to be superstitious or afraid of ghosts, anything of that nature. If there was something in there that tried to do something to him, he would do what he could to put it down.  
 
    He took a step forward, noticing that his companions were now holding back. “Check around a little more, and I will look inside,” Danzen instructed them. “Let’s find his body.” 
 
    “I told you he was dead,” Jelmay said to Yato. “Get ready to pay up.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The door to the monastery was enormous, made from a wood that was thick and sturdy. Danzen was surprised that Shimaru had been able to push it open enough to slip in. While it was by no means a stretch for Danzen to be able to move wide enough for him to squeeze through, it certainly would have proved troublesome for a normal human being.  
 
    Perhaps Shimaru wasn’t as scrawny as his mother made him out to be. 
 
    The interior of the shrine was nearly pitch black, illuminated by arcs of light from outside able to reach into the darkness, a few moths buzzing about. Realizing he wouldn’t be able to rely on his sense of sight, Danzen closed his eyes and paused for a moment, his hand coming to the grip of his famed blade. 
 
    He bent his head forward, the outline of the room slowly taking shape. It was eerily quiet, no sounds from outside able to penetrate the thick walls and seemingly afraid to slip through the crack in the door. He couldn’t hear Jelmay, nor could he hear Yato. It was almost as if he were in a void. 
 
    Danzen withdrew his blade. 
 
    Individual stones beneath his feet took shape in his mind’s eye as he stepped forward. He did so carefully, scanning the corridor for any signs of movement, perhaps a snake, or some yokai he had never encountered before. The air was stale and it became increasingly thinner as he progressed deeper into the temple. It was as if the air supply was cut off from the outside world, Danzen noticing that he had to try harder to breathe, almost as if he had reached a higher altitude. 
 
    He took a step down into a new space, one that glowed with a purple energy. Was this where they once kept the remnant? Was it still here, would he be able to recover it? 
 
    This wasn’t why he had come to the Monkurenji Temple, but if it were a possibility, that would be something he could procure as well. But first, he needed to find Shimaru’s body. An outline of a skeleton on the ground caught his attention. Danzen crouched before it and ran his hand down the bone until he reached the skeleton’s hand, where he located a dagger. There was nothing remarkable about the dagger, so he moved on. 
 
    A swirl of energy before him caught Danzen’s attention. He looked toward a pedestal where he assumed a statue must have sat when the temple was still in operation. A glance to his left told him how the statue had been removed, the walls caved in, no light getting through. Bandits had likely blown an exit out of the place. 
 
    Still, there was something strange about the swell of energy he was witnessing, and as he approached it, the energy spread outward, toward what was left of the walls. 
 
    That’s when he saw the eyes. 
 
    At first there were dozens.  
 
    The number quickly multiplied as hundreds of eyes embedded into the walls began to open. With each eye came a flash of energy that Danzen felt in his very core. Every single one of the eyes was looking at him in an instant, all blinking in unison, all witnessing who he was. 
 
    Danzen felt stripped apart like the eyes could see through him, bearing witness to every terrible thing he had done, every death he had been responsible for, the ripple of lives he had ruined and the eternal enemies he had made. 
 
    Danzen fell to one knee.  
 
    He could hear their screams now, their last breaths, their whimpers, their pleading. He could see arcs of blood, he could smell viscera, he could taste fear. It was too much. Danzen slowly returned his blade to its scabbard. He bent his head forward and his hood naturally fell onto it, Danzen offering his neck. 
 
    The eyes continued to stare deep into his soul, disregarding his demon blood, his human blood, absolutely no concern for his origins as they judged what he had made of his life, the scale tipping toward terror, Danzen’s iniquity outweighing the few good things he had done. 
 
    The room began to morph.  
 
    Danzen sensed movement to his right, something hobbling toward him.  
 
    He continued to hang his head in shame. This was who he was, this was what he had done, what he had made of himself. As the room changed, he began to feel at home, as if he were safe in the temple, that the outside world couldn’t do anything to him while he was here. 
 
    A spark of light purple barely caught his attention as it grew closer to him, as it placed two hands on his shoulders. Danzen was now staring into the face of a person he didn’t recognize, one eye a Sunyata remnant, the other missing, a visage of horror, of skin barely stretched across bone.  
 
    The being opened its mouth as if it were going to take a bite out of Danzen and his reaction was sudden, swift to the point that it was in his blood. 
 
    Danzen grabbed the being by the neck, the room dimming as he opened his eyes, as he realized he was in the dark, and that his hand was around… 
 
    “Stop struggling,” he said, summoning his Demon Speak, the message meant for himself and the man who he held at bay. 
 
    “Please, kill me…” the man pleaded, his throat tensing. “Please…” 
 
    Danzen lowered his head and clamped his eyes shut again, the room once again swelling with energy, Danzen now surrounded by countless souls with ghoulish faces, all reaching out to him at once.  
 
    He tilted his chin up, toward the ceiling. 
 
    Gasping, Danzen opened his eyes again, and as he did so he pulled the man into his chest.  
 
    He sent the most energy he could conjure in that moment into his legs, flying toward the ceiling, his muscled back helping him burst through the wood and out, a vacuum of sound coming to him, the wind blowing to the trees, birdsong, Jelmay and Yato speaking until they noticed the former assassin hitting the airwaves with a man clutched to his chest, Danzen finally landing on the roof.  
 
    He stumbled forward and nearly fell. 
 
    Catching his balance, he dropped to the ground, and set the man down before him as Jelmay and Yato rushed over, the Monkurenji Temple screaming behind him. Danzen remained stationary, his hood still covering his head, energy rippling through him, images of what he had seen branding themselves on his soul. 
 
    “Shimaru?” Danzen asked. 
 
    The man began to sob. One of his eyes was missing, and a light-purple jewel had been embedded in the other eye socket, a remnant. He was rail thin, his dirty hair matted to his head. 
 
    “I can’t see anything…” Shimaru whispered. “Where… where am I?” 
 
    “By the fall of Sunyata, what happened to him?” Yato asked. 
 
    “Oh, that’s bad,” Jelmay said as he dropped down beside the young man. “Do you mind?” 
 
    When Shimaru didn’t respond, Jelmay ran his paw across his forehead and stopped at the remnant. “We’re going to have to get that thing out of there.” He glanced up at the sky, the sun starting to set, and from there back to the temple.  
 
    “What are you thinking?” Danzen asked, still trying to come to grips with what he just experienced. 
 
    Jelmay licked his lips. “What would the three of you say to a bonfire?” 
 
      
 
    ****  
 
      
 
    The bakeneko was convinced that something needed to be done about the temple, that it was clear that something evil was afoot. Now that the remnant was out, the temple would only serve as a trap to take even more lives.  
 
    Once they had the fire going, they began using wood they could find around the area to transfer the blaze to the temple. As they did this, Danzen crouched next to Shimaru, occasionally offering him water from a nearby stream using a shattered bowl of pottery he had found around the temple. It was clear that Shimaru needed to eat as well, and with night coming, it was going to be increasingly harder to find food. 
 
    They would likely have to rely on some of the mushrooms Jelmay had picked earlier. 
 
    It took a while to get the blaze going on the temple, but eventually the fire was raging, Jelmay and Yato standing back to admire their handiwork as plumes rose into the air, sometimes accented by light-purple flashes of energy. 
 
    Danzen could smell the burning wood now, and he was glad the temple was dry enough to catch fire in the first place. The stone structure would still stand in the end, but that wouldn’t leave much of it behind, which was a good thing. The Monkurenji Temple would still exist, but whatever demonic yokai, or hellspawn, that it was harboring inside would cease to be. 
 
    At least that was the plan. 
 
    As Jelmay approached with Yato, the building screeched, multiple voices crying out at once. 
 
    “We’re not going to camp out here, are we?” Yato asked, clearly disturbed by the way she stood with her arms crossed over her chest. 
 
    “Most certainly not…” Jelmay said as he observed Shimaru, who was now resting against the tree stump, one eye closed, and the other forced open by the remnant. “Pilgrim?” 
 
    “We make it back to Odval tonight,” Danzen said. “We will get there late unless we start now.” 
 
    A frown appeared on the bakeneko’s face, his whiskers drooping. “I was afraid you would say that.” 
 
    The fire behind them crackled, releasing more shrieks. 
 
    “Anything to be out of this area,” said Yato. 
 
    “We should probably get the remnant out of his head too,” Jelmay said. “I don’t want to use my claw, but…” 
 
    “Your claw?” Shimaru asked, his head tilting toward Jelmay’s voice. 
 
    “Listen, kid, you did something really stupid by coming to this place. Now, you’re blind, and one of your eyes has been replaced by a Sunyata remnant. We need that remnant. Or, I think we do, right, Pilgrim?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. He removed Nomin’s blade. “This is the shortest sword I have.” 
 
    “Still a bit long. Claw it is. Hold him down.” 
 
    “C-claw?” Shimaru asked again. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it; your mom’s a healer. She’ll be able to heal the wound. Not your eyesight, but, as I said, that was sort of your own fault there.” Jelmay nodded to Danzen and Yato, and the two placed their hands on his shoulder while he went around the other side of the stump so he could peer over Shimaru’s head. “I’m going to make this quick. Don’t get me wrong, it’s going to hurt, but it will be quick.” 
 
    Shimaru attempted to move, but was unable to as Jelmay gently placed his claws around the Sunyata remnant and yanked it out of his eye socket, the jewel about the size of a walnut. 
 
    “Aeeyyy!” Shimaru cried, the burning temple behind him responding with an equally loud lament. 
 
    “Would you look at that,” Jelmay said after he had cleaned the remnant in the saucer of water next to Shimaru. Ignoring the man’s whimpers, Jelmay polished the remnant with the end of his vest and then turned toward the flames for light, squinting as he observed the jewel.  
 
    “I’ve never seen one like that before,” Yato said as she stepped up to Jelmay. “I’ve only seen them in talisman form.” 
 
    “Take a look.” Jelmay handed it to her. Yato carefully observed it, ignoring the fire in the distance, the banshee-like wails. “Well, Pilgrim, looks like you have collected your first remnant. Although I’m the one that technically procured it, it was you who brought this young fellow out of the temple,” Jelmay said. 
 
    “I can’t see anything… I can’t see anything…” 
 
    “We can’t help you there,” the bakeneko told Shimaru as he approached him and stooped before the young man. “But we can get you back to your mother, and perhaps you will find something useful you can do around the inn, or in town.” 
 
    “But my studies…” 
 
    “I don’t know what you were studying, but it isn’t going to be as easy now. I wish I had better news for you, kid. But at least the children in the village will see you and instantly know what happens when they go out of their way to try to impress someone. I mean, I hope that’s what they take from it.” 
 
    “This… This is Toku’s fault!” he said as he touched his face. 
 
    “Careful. The wound is still fresh,” Jelmay told him. “And you are right, this is Toku’s fault. If by Toku you mean yourself, because it is your fault for actually coming all the way out here. That was a long walk. Now we have to do it again to get back to the village.” 
 
    “We should go,” Danzen said, the light of the fire dancing across the lines of his face. He still didn’t know what had been in the temple, but that didn’t matter now; whatever it was, it would die with the fire. Or haunt the area. He hoped that wasn’t the case. 
 
    “I don’t want to go anywhere. I’m going to stay right here! I thought I was going to die here… I’m so hungry…” 
 
    “If you’re hungry, eat this.” Jelmay procured one of the mushrooms he had picked earlier, and without permission he stuffed it into Shimaru’s mouth, the man startled at first. 
 
    “This… this isn’t bad,” he said after he finally started chewing it. 
 
    “See? I keep telling everyone that these mushrooms are great, but no one believes me.” 
 
    “I believe you will want to hold onto this.” Yato stepped up to Danzen and handed him the remnant.  
 
    He took it from her, instantly feeling a spark of energy just touching it. For now, he would keep it in an inner pocket of his robes. Perhaps he would bend his echo tomorrow with the remnant nearby; there was a very real chance that having it on him would have some residual effect. While it would take numerous remnants to rebuild Sunyata, he assumed one as small as this wouldn’t be as useful, even if it was incredibly valuable. No, if it were even possible to rebuild heaven through remnants, Danzen was certain he would need larger pieces, like the one the foxes had back at their shrine in the Panchen Mountains. 
 
    “It’s time to go,” Danzen told Shimaru. “Keep up with us.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, Yato nodding as well, the younger assassin yet again entranced by his words. 
 
    This caused Jelmay to laugh. “You’re under his spell again,” he told Yato as they started walking away from the fire. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “How about an experiment? If I’m right, you have to eat one of my mushrooms.” 
 
    “And if I’m right?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. What do you want?” 
 
    “For starters, I want the thousand kip that you owe me,” she said, nodding her chin to Shimaru, who walked alongside Danzen, albeit poorly. 
 
    “That’s right…” Jelmay sighed. “I hate losing. But you turned out to be right. Sadly, he is alive.” 
 
    “You made a bet on if I was dead or not?” Shimaru asked, his voice cracking. 
 
    “This doesn’t concern you,” Jelmay told him as he returned his focus to Yato. “All right, Lady Pilgrim, if you win, I’ll give you five times the amount. If I win, you eat one of my mushrooms and you still get your thousand kip.” 
 
    “Five thousand kip if I win?” 
 
    “That’s right,” he told her. “And you have to eat a mushroom if I win, right here, right now.” 
 
    “Agreed. What do I have to do?” 
 
    “It’s really simple. Just stay back. Let us get about three hundred feet ahead. See if you can actually do it.” 
 
    Yato stopped walking and looked at him skeptically. “That’s it?” 
 
    “I told you that you are under Danzen’s spell, and you don’t believe me. I’m going to prove it to you.” 
 
    “So just stay here?” She stopped, Danzen and Shimaru just about ten steps ahead of them. 
 
    “That’s right. But not for long, just let us get three hundred feet ahead. Can you do that?” 
 
    “Easy.”  
 
    “All right, see you in a bit.” Jelmay quickly caught up with Danzen and Shimaru. It wasn’t more than a few seconds later that Yato was following close behind him. “You’re supposed to stay back,” he told her. 
 
    “I… I can’t. I have to keep up.” 
 
    “Ha! See? I swear, Pilgrim, if I had your power I would have everyone in Kishu Kingdom following my orders.” 
 
    Yato tried to stop again, but once they got about twenty or thirty feet ahead, she quickly caught up with them. 
 
    “Looks like someone lost,” Jelmay said as he procured a mushroom for the young assassin.  
 
    “This better be good.” She took a bite of the mushroom, her face going from disgusted to pleasantly surprised. 
 
    “See?” Jelmay asked. “It’s good. Pilgrim, you want one?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Bah, you’re no fun.” 
 
    “I’ll have another one,” Shimaru said.  
 
    “Same,” said Yato. “And that thousand kip. I would like to get it before I end up betting it away.” 
 
    “Not a bad idea.” Jelmay slipped his paw into the front pocket of his vest. “You’re learning.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The pastureland was quiet, their path lit by a trickle of moonlight and a cluster of lazy stars. Even though Jelmay wanted to move at a leisurely pace, he kept up with the others, the bakeneko complaining once he finished all of his mushrooms. There were several times that Danzen had to withdraw his weapon, movement on the periphery, but whatever was out there decided to leave them alone for the time.  
 
    It was much warmer here, and as they continued toward the village, Danzen thought back to the conversation he’d had with Yato, about potentially summoning his own demons. What would that look like? Would she be able to help him slay them? He didn’t doubt that she would try, but the monsters could be startling to even someone hardened by death, and there was always a potential that one of them would actually hurt her. 
 
    Still, it was something to think about, something that would help him grow stronger. If Danzen could control the hellspawns, it would allow him to worry more about winning and less about taking damage. The inevitable battle he would have with Nomtoi one day could be aided by it, even if his half-brother could easily plow through any of Danzen’s summons.  
 
    If he ever were cut in public again, Danzen could prevent his own creations from harming others, which would be a crucial step forward. It would also be an example of what he was capable of by sharpening his control over his echo, perhaps inspiring Danzen to bend it even more, to grow stronger. 
 
    He would still need a little time to consider it, but it was something that would help him, and he only hoped that Yato was ready to live up to her suggestion. 
 
    Occasionally relying on Danzen or Jelmay for support, Shimaru shuffled onward, showing a surprising amount of stamina for someone who had been psychologically tortured and starved for a week inside the cursed temple. Danzen wasn’t one to give compliments, but he was impressed, and glad that he didn’t end up having to carry the young man. 
 
    “Are you sure we can’t just rest here?” Jelmay asked, the bakeneko slowing by the hour. It was well past midnight now, the sounds of grasshoppers filling the air with a buzz. 
 
    “Not much longer now,” Yato said. 
 
    “How could you possibly even know that?” 
 
    “That’s what you’re supposed to say, right? When someone says they can’t make it, you just tell them that there isn’t much further to go. Everyone knows that.” 
 
    “If I wanted false hope, well, I don’t know what I would do, but I certainly don’t want false hope, and I certainly don’t want it from you, Lady Pilgrim. I’d like to know where we are, and how much longer we have to walk. I’m sorry, I’m getting grouchy. I’ve been on my feet for too long and haven’t had any meat for well over twelve hours. It affects me, you know.” 
 
    “I’m hungry as well,” Shimaru said. 
 
    “You had mushrooms; you’ll be fine. This is about me right now. We already walked all the way out here to save you,” Jelmay said. 
 
    This statement caused Yato to chuckle. 
 
    “It’s true, isn’t it?” he asked her. “We could have done so many other things today. I still have gambling I need to see to.” 
 
    “You’re a gambler?” Shimaru asked. 
 
    “Is that a problem? If it is, save your judgment for someone else. I’m not here to argue about my life choices, especially with a guy who lost both his eyes by being an idiot. Let’s just keep walking in silence.” 
 
    Danzen was surprised to see that Jelmay meant what he said, the bakeneko not saying a word until they reached the outskirts of Odval, where they were greeted by a couple men, the night watch. One of them recognized Shimaru instantly. 
 
    “You’re alive,” said the guard, the man gasping as he shone his lantern at Shimaru’s face. “Your eyes…” 
 
    “We need to get him back to his mother,” Jelmay said, breaking his vow of silence. “And I need to get some food. Gentlemen?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” the man said as they stepped aside, allowing Danzen and his group to pass by. They reached the inn, Yato getting the door for Danzen and Shimaru, Jelmay coming in last just as Danzen was helping the young man take a seat near the check-in counter. 
 
    “Where do your parents sleep?” Yato asked Shimaru. 
 
    “There’s a door behind the counter. Take it, and then the second bedroom on the left.” 
 
    “I will wake them,” Yato said. 
 
    “And I need to get some food. Don’t worry, I’ll sniff it out,” Jelmay said as he began searching for the inn’s kitchen.  
 
    Danzen left Shimaru’s side and made his way toward the pair of rooms they were staying in, where he found Kudzu sleeping. She sensed his presence, her eyes fluttering open. 
 
    “You’re back,” she said, her white hair creating a ruffled frame around her face. “How is he?” 
 
    “Missing his eyes, but otherwise fine.” 
 
    “His eyes?” 
 
    Danzen sighed. “It’s a long story. How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Better. I think I will be ready to leave tomorrow.” 
 
    “Yes, we should probably go. It’s going to take Shimaru and his family a bit of time to adjust to his new handicap. There’s not much more that we can do now. Although…” Danzen remembered what Nomin had taught him so many years ago, how to see with his eyes closed by focusing on Sunyata’s power inherent in all things. Would he be able to teach Shimaru to do the same? 
 
    “Yes?” Kudzu asked once he didn’t finish his train of thought. 
 
    “There may be something I can show him that will help, but I don’t know if I’m qualified to teach something like that.” 
 
    “You are much more qualified than you think you are, in a number of things,” she said softly. 
 
    Rather than respond, Danzen sat in the chair next to her bed and leaned his head back just as he heard a burst of emotion from the other room. Oiwa had discovered her son. He decided that moment to leave them to it, to spend the rest of his night at Kudzu’s side. 
 
    It had been a long and strange day.

  

 
   
    Part Five 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was rare for others to wake before Danzen. It was equally rare for him not to wake up at any indication of movement near him, Danzen, like most trained and seasoned assassins, generally sleeping with one eye open. But Yato was quiet, as he expected her to be, and it was only when she whispered his name that he blinked his eyes open, his hand going straight to his boomerang sword. 
 
    He relaxed his grip as soon as he took in her form, Yato already robed up and ready to bend her echo. No words were exchanged. Danzen moved from a seated position next to Kudzu’s bed to the room across the hall of the inn. 
 
    The two sat across from each other for a moment, Yato bowing her head, Danzen doing the same. 
 
    He knew in his heart that she was his student. Regardless of what had happened, there would be a time when he looked back to moments like the one he was about to partake in, Danzen forming a bond forged of trust, of mutual understanding and admiration. A good teacher admires their student; a good student admires their teacher. 
 
    And so it went. 
 
    Danzen withdrew both his blades, Astra in his right hand, and Nomin’s sword in his left, his longer sword raised in the air, shorter sword beneath it. He glanced to Yato, the look on his face asking her if she was ready for him to wield his weapons. The face truly was the mirror of the soul, something he had learned long ago, something that Thane would have taught her. 
 
    “You have permission to try to harm me,” he told her, breaking the spell. 
 
    Her chin lowered ever so slightly, accepting his challenge. 
 
    Skkrikt! Skkrikt! 
 
    The only sound in that room over the next thirty minutes was a combination of their breaths and the ruffling of the robes as they moved back and forth, Sunyatic waves swelling toward one another, the power within them blooming as Danzen helped Yato improve her techniques. It was a side effect of the way they were bending their echo, but the more she practiced with him, the swifter her responses became, the young assassin a quick learner, Danzen showing her without words that a true strike came from his elbow, and from there from his shoulder, locking into place, cut to kill, the energy enough to push her backward more than a couple times. 
 
    But she always returned to her feet, ready for more. 
 
    It became a sort of dance between the two of them, one experienced, and the other energetic, Danzen starting to better understand her fighting style, how it could be utilized. She had speed and agility, Danzen surmising that her swiftness was underutilized, that it was where her skills actually lay, if she were to take the path of an assassin. 
 
    This was the one thing that troubled him about the brief thoughts he had during what was supposed to be an echo-bending session. They both moved with the grace of trained killers, yet this was supposed to be a spiritual practice, a way to enhance one’s own inner power. 
 
    This was why Danzen stepped back and motioned for her to move a few feet away from him. He was by no means winded, but he wanted to refocus on what this was supposed to be, so he returned Nomin’s sword to its scabbard and placed both hands on Astra, Danzen feeling a coil of energy spiral through him as he withdrew his famed sword. 
 
    Yato brought her bladed fists up and moved more slowly this time, both of them settling into a more balanced pace, their robes whipping around them, their footwork precise, their focus migraine-inducing. 
 
    Another thirty minutes passed like water over a stone. Sensing the end of their session, Danzen sheathed his blade and got down onto his knees. He bowed his head forward and held it there, eyes clenched shut. His power to interpret things with his eyes closed seemed heightened in that moment, everything in the room rimmed in light, Danzen able to make out specks of dust, the world illuminated by an invisible force. 
 
    He finally lifted his gaze to find Yato still in the same posture with her head bowed in his direction, his chest swelling with emotion as he took her in, his past colliding with his present under the harsh gaze of his future. He saw Yato in brief flashes of his own life, of their shared teacher, Danzen suddenly remorseful with what would come even though he couldn’t see the future. 
 
    She finally opened her eyes and looked up at him. 
 
    “That was intense,” she said softly. 
 
    Danzen nodded, their moment interrupted by a knock at the door. 
 
    “Hello in there. Food is ready,” Jelmay called from the hallway. “Get it while it’s hot.” 
 
    “Let’s eat, and then I have something I need to show Shimaru.” 
 
    “Show him?” Yato asked. “He’s blind.” 
 
    “Perhaps you would like to stay around for that lesson as well,” Danzen told Yato, offering her a rare, albeit cracked, smile. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    After their meal, Danzen instructed Oiwa to find a black swath of fabric long enough to tie around his head. He didn’t explain why as he shifted his focus to Shimaru, who had been seated at the table barely touching his food, a distraught look on his face. 
 
    “Is there anything I need to do?” Yato asked. Sitting next to her was Kudzu, who seemed much better, an indication that Oiwa really had done good work on healing her. 
 
    “Come with me first, and Kudzu, have Shimaru’s mother bring him to the room that we have been training in.” 
 
    “You’re getting assertive,” Jelmay said as he started on his third plate. “And don’t get me wrong, I like it, Pilgrim. I really do. We needed another leader in this group, aside from me.” 
 
    “I don’t see what you could possibly have to show me, not in a state like this,” Shimaru lamented. 
 
    “You might be onto something, after all, you can’t see much!” Jelmay laughed at his own joke. “And don’t worry, Kudzu, I’m not trying to be rude. This one brought it upon himself.” 
 
    “You don’t have to rub it in,” Shimaru said. 
 
    “You’re right, I don’t. And for that, I’m sorry, and I’m also hungry. So while you do whatever it is you need to do, I will be enjoying the rest of the food.” 
 
    “You couldn’t possibly eat all of this,” Kudzu said. 
 
    Jelmay’s eyes traced from the pastries that were tucked away in a wicker basket to the leg of lamb, and from there to the boiled eggs and other local breakfast items. “Watch me, fox, watch me.” 
 
    Danzen pressed away from the table and motioned for Yato to join him. The young assassin followed him to the room that they had bent their echo in earlier in the morning, and as soon as they were inside Danzen turned to her. “I want you to try to kill me,” he said, summoning his Demon Speak ability. 
 
    Predictably, the statement startled Yato. “Wh-what?” 
 
    Rather than reply, Danzen took a look around the room and realized that it wasn’t going to be big enough for what he planned to demonstrate. 
 
    “Did you just tell me to kill you?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “What do you intend to do?” she asked him, still not sure where he was going with any of this. 
 
    Rather than respond, Danzen turned to the door just in time to greet Oiwa and Shimaru, the elderly woman leading her son by the arm. Shimaru’s face was bandaged up now, and for a very brief moment, Danzen felt the remnant vibrate in the inner pocket of his robes, as if it wanted to return to Shimaru’s eye socket. Danzen placed his hand on it. 
 
    “I need a bigger space,” he told Oiwa as she handed him the swath of dark fabric. 
 
    “We do have a relatively large courtyard behind the inn, which we share with our neighbors. They won’t mind if we are out there for a little while.” 
 
    “Then that’s where we’ll head.” 
 
    It wasn’t long before they were standing in the shared courtyard, a narrow space, tufts of grass visible in the gaps of the stonework that had been expertly laid on the ground years ago. 
 
    “It is clear that you have some understanding of bending your echo from your time spent at the nunnery,” Danzen told Oiwa. 
 
    “Yes, I do,” she said humbly. 
 
    “And because of this, I assume that it is something that you could explain to your son, something that he could learn.” 
 
    Oiwa looked up at her son, a sad fondness in her eyes. “I could, yes.” 
 
    “What’s the point in bending my echo?” Shimaru asked. “I can’t see anything.” 
 
    “That’s why I brought your mother here, so she could witness what I’m about to do, and know it’s something that is indeed possible.” Danzen tied the black cloth around his eyes, and as he did the outlines of the courtyard took shape. The longer he focused on them, the stronger the visual became. 
 
    “There is a way to use your echo to see. While you aren’t going to be able to witness what I do next, your mother will, and she can help you learn how to do this. You may even spend some time at the nunnery; it might help accelerate your practice.” 
 
    “Did you say I could… see again?” Shimaru asked. 
 
    Danzen withdrew Nomin’s sword. He placed his arm out and laid the blade on it, respectfully offering the weapon to Yato. She took the blade from him and admired it for a moment. 
 
    “What sort of weapon is this?” she asked as Danzen took a few steps away from her. Yato moved the blade through the air, and made a grunting sound, as if it had affected her core to wield it. “It’s different.” 
 
    “It was likely forged by a remnant. And to answer your question, it belongs to the person who taught me what I’m about to show you.” Danzen withdrew Astra. “Attack me.” 
 
    “But you’re blindfolded.” 
 
    “And I had my eyes shut earlier during our practice, which you surely saw. I know what I’m doing; do as I request.” 
 
    Danzen brought his sword up, his grip just slightly relaxed, his entire form without tension.  
 
    He could now make out Yato’s form in his mind’s eye, the young assassin hesitating to move into action. When he didn’t respond, she eventually got into a stance, a very basic one, and came forward slowly, as if they were about to bend their echoes together. 
 
    As if she had just snapped out of a spell, Yato brought her blade up again, this time moving an arm out and pulling back with the other, which was a stance more useful for gauntleted weapons. Still, it would work for this demonstration. She made her attempt, Danzen quickly parrying her strike, the strength of his action causing her to backpedal. 
 
    Yato came in again, more determination this time, their blades clanking together, sparks flying. While she seemed hesitant at first, she quickly found her groove, and Danzen no longer doubted that she was trying to actually land a hit. 
 
    Yet he blocked every single one, Yato just as surprised as Shimaru and his mother. 
 
    “By bending your echo, you will be able to make out your surroundings in your mind, and with practice, they will be accurate,” he told the young man. “While you can’t see what’s going on at the moment, as you have heard, I am blindfolded and I am blocking her every strike. Your mother can confirm this.” 
 
    “I’ve never witnessed anything like this…” Oiwa said softly. 
 
    Danzen returned Astra to its scabbard. “I want you to throw those rocks at me,” he told Yato, Danzen gesturing toward a few loose stones near the bottom of the fence, each about the size of a potato. 
 
    After respectfully returning Nomin’s blade to Danzen, Yato picked up some of the stones. She stepped away from him, the two now about fifteen feet apart. 
 
    “She’s going to throw stones at him now,” Oiwa told her son, “and he’s still blindfolded.” 
 
    The first stone came and Danzen caught it. He tossed it to the side. He did the same with the second stone. For the third stone, he removed his blade, and batted it away. He wouldn’t normally use Astra for something like this, but he knew his boomerang sword was strong enough to handle a blunt object like a stone. After all, Astra was sharp enough to cut through armor. 
 
    “It may take you years to be able to do this,” Danzen said as he shifted his focus to Shimaru again, Astra back in its porous sheath. “But it is entirely a possibility, and even though you can’t see, I wanted you to witness this firsthand. Do not give up hope; learn to use your disadvantages to your advantage.” 
 
    “I… I can try.” 
 
    “That’s all we can do.” 
 
    “Thank you for this,” Oiwa said as Danzen removed his blindfold. “I was unaware that an echo could be used in this way.” 
 
    “You may find this ironic, but I learned this ability before I had ever bent my echo. Bending my echo has only strengthened it,” Danzen said, signaling the end of their lesson. He had made the point he wanted to make, Shimaru’s mother had seen it, and now it was up to the young man to further his practice.  
 
    “Is that so?” Oiwa asked. 
 
    “I was trained by a blind woman, a dear friend of mine. But that is a story for another time. I believe it’s best that we continue on our journey.” 
 
    “And you are heading to the nunnery, correct?” Oiwa probed. 
 
    “We are.” 
 
    “Would you be able to bring an offering for me?” 
 
    “We certainly would,” Danzen told her. 
 
    “An offering and… my son?” 
 
    “You’re sending me to the nunnery?” Shimaru asked, his mouth falling open. 
 
    “Yes, I am. You need to properly learn to bend your echo,” she said firmly. “That’s where I learned, and that’s where you can learn. Do you think they would take him? A male?” 
 
    Danzen and Yato exchanged glances. Finally, he spoke. “I believe my mother would likely take him in, especially if she knew you.” 
 
    “But I’m not a nun…” Shimaru protested. 
 
    “Quiet.” Oiwa jabbed a finger into her son’s rib cage. “You wouldn’t be a nun or a monk. You would simply be there as a laborer of sorts. You could help out in the kitchen, like you used to do here.” 
 
    “But I can’t—” 
 
    “—I know you can’t see,” she snapped. “Which is why you have to learn to bend your echo and practice while you are there. You aren’t going to be able to live the life you lived before, but with some time, maybe you can find some semblance of it. Would you take him with you?” she asked Danzen. “It would mean the world to me.” 
 
    The back door of the inn popped open and Jelmay stepped outside, the bakeneko in his human form, one hand on his belly and his other arm behind his lower back. He squinted up at the sky for a moment, gave it a satisfied nod like he was somehow in charge, and then turned his focus to Danzen and those gathered around him. 
 
    “I ate too much and I need to walk it off. Did I miss anything?” 
 
    “We’re heading out,” Danzen said. “And Shimaru is coming with us.” 
 
    Jelmay shrugged. “Well, as long as I don’t have to hold his hand, I’m fine with it. But we’d better get going soon, otherwise I’ll be forced to take a nap and that may stretch into the afternoon. Late afternoon, if I’m lucky.” 
 
    “Pack your things, son,” Oiwa told Shimaru. “I’ll visit as soon as I can.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen and his companions set off, Shimaru now with a walking cane provided to him by his father. It wasn’t long before they were well past the edge of the village, terraced fields starting to slowly smooth back into the landscape and then rise again, rocks changing shape and growing in jaggedness. The area beyond Odval was striking and bleak, the mountains to the north so large that it was hard to see their crests. From the vantage point, the plains to the west seemed to stretch to infinity, the air crisper with each step, Danzen appreciating the starkness of the place but at the same time missing the vibrant green of Genshin Valley. 
 
    As they walked, Jelmay recalled in great and hyperbolic detail what had happened the previous day, Kudzu listening intently. It was at the part that the bakeneko claimed he had personally run into the haunted Monkurenji Temple to save Danzen that Yato interrupted him. 
 
    “That’s not how it happened.” 
 
    “What? You weren’t there.” 
 
    “I was right next to you,” she said with a lighthearted laugh. “How can you say you went in there to save him?” 
 
    “By saying it. That’s what happened.” 
 
    “Why do I not believe you?” asked Kudzu. 
 
    “What do I have to gain in lying about this? It’s not like the bard who is one day going to write about our adventures is here now taking notes. I’m simply, you know, making the story interesting.” 
 
    “He burst out of the rooftop and landed in front of us with Shimaru in his arms,” Yato said. “What’s not interesting about that?” 
 
    “I don’t remember any of that,” said Shimaru, who walked slower than the rest of them, still trying to get used to his newfound blindness. He hadn’t complained about it yet, Danzen wondering if his demonstration had perhaps had an effect on the young men. 
 
    Only time would tell. 
 
    They stopped several times for Kudzu to comment on the landscape, or Jelmay to rest and complain about how much he had eaten and, oddly enough, how he was hungry again. It really seemed as if Danzen was starting to rub off on Yato, as if she were mirroring his overall demeanor. He didn’t know if he should be flattered by this, if he was overanalyzing things, or if it was something of concern. 
 
    Years upon years of a life spent in the shadows, of fluidly operating in the underworld, of training, of being witness to countless deaths, all to be followed by two years of wandering mostly through the south had made Danzen the quiet man he was today. He didn’t know if this was a good thing, and one of the reasons he enjoyed being around Jelmay and Kudzu even with their bickering was that they brought life to his life, the two adding a spark of distraction to his silent existence. 
 
    Purple hills in the distance, rock formations so chiseled that they looked like ancient buildings, hawks soaring overhead, empty expanse—their location was otherworldly, and the nunnery, practically carved into the mountainside, seemed to stand out even more than it had the last time Danzen had visited. Perhaps it was because the sun was brighter, or that summer was setting in, but there was something most foreboding about the way it just sat there, an island in the sky. 
 
    “Absolutely gorgeous,” Kudzu said. “I’d heard the north was striking, but this was not what I expected.” 
 
    “Eh, you get used to it. I don’t know about any of you, but I’m ready to get back to Odval,” Jelmay announced. 
 
    “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “Of course I’m serious,” he told Kudzu. “Now that I’ve thought about it, I don’t know how much fun it will be to stay at a nunnery in the first place.” 
 
    “It was partially your idea to come north.” 
 
    “By north, I meant Bahlingar, and maybe Odval if I felt like really taking advantage of some dimwitted locals—no offense, Shimaru.” 
 
    “You always have something to say,” Shimaru told him. “I’ve noticed that.” 
 
    “Understatement of the week. We came all the way here, and now you want to simply turn around?” Kudzu asked.  
 
    Jelmay observed the hillside nunnery from a distance. “It seems like I could do more damage back in the village than I could at the nunnery. After all, someone has to fund this little operation. Unless you think the nuns are up for a few games.” 
 
    “You can’t seriously be thinking of taking advantage of a bunch of poor nuns…” 
 
    “We don’t know if they’re poor yet!” 
 
    Danzen pressed ahead, and eventually his companions caught up to him, Jelmay and Kudzu having a heated, but often playful conversation. It was clear that he was egging her on, and that she was letting him, that they were getting closer and closer to finding a happy medium regarding their often-volatile working relationship.  
 
    It was another forty minutes before they reached the flower-filled courtyard of the nunnery, the women all in the same light-gray robes that his mother wore. A few of the younger ones gathered on balconies, watching the new arrivals with curiosity and glee. The other nuns went about their tasks, two of them quickly moving into the largest building and returning with a third, who Danzen assumed was Menya, the woman his mother had put in charge during her absence. 
 
    “You are Shodren’s son,” she said with a little bow, the nun in her mid-thirties and with a demeanor that instantly revealed her kindness. She brought both hands in front of her mouth and bowed several times to each of them, thanking them for making the journey to the nunnery. 
 
    “Where else are we supposed to go?” Jelmay asked. “Also, what do your nuns think about yokai?” 
 
    “We get yokai visitors occasionally, and they all know to respect them and treat them as one of their own,” she said.  
 
    “In that case…” Jelmay dropped his hands and as he did he began to shrink in size, back to his bakeneko form. “I’m Jelmay, and this one’s Kudzu. Go on, change.”  
 
    “Right here?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “It’s fine, it’s fine,” the nun said, a light in her eyes. “All are welcome here. You may call me Menya.” The nun placed her hands just beneath her chest and bowed again, her eyes remaining downcast. “It is an honor to meet all of you.” 
 
    A few of the younger nuns perched on the balconies laughed at Jelmay, especially after he crossed his arms over his chest and yawned. 
 
    “You’re making a fool of yourself,” said Kudzu. 
 
    “A fool? These nuns are eating it up. They love me. Just transform.” 
 
    “Later.” 
 
    “You… You’re yokai?” Shimaru asked. 
 
    “You didn’t know? Oh, that’s right, your vision. Check it out.” Jelmay approached Shimaru, his arm now close enough to the young man’s hand that Shimaru was able to reach out and touch the bakeneko. 
 
    “How do I know you’re not just hairy?” Shimaru asked. 
 
    “I would let you touch my ear, but I am not that kind of cat. I don’t like to be petted. But I think Kudzu does, you can pet her later. She transforms into a fox.” 
 
    “Did you say you’re a cat?” 
 
    “I am much more than that, but yes, I suppose I am also that. But much more. Don’t you forget that I saved you from that temple.” 
 
    Rather than correct Jelmay, Danzen reached into the front of his robes and retrieved the note his mother had given him. It was now next to the remnant he had taken from the Monkurenji Temple. “I have this message for you,” he told Menya. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said with yet another bow. “I’ve been worried about her. Is she all right?” 
 
    “Mother Pilgrim is perfectly fine,” Jelmay assured her. “Actually, she’s kind of cramping his style a little bit, which is why he came here. It is a little strange, if you think about it: she’s at his monastery now, and he’s at her nunnery. What are the odds?” 
 
    “Is there someplace we can take him?” Kudzu asked as she stepped over to Jelmay and placed her hand on his shoulder. “He’s hungry, and when he is hungry, he talks too much.” 
 
    This caused Menya to laugh. “Of course, of course.” She called for one of the nuns, and a thin woman with a long neck dashed over to them. She led Jelmay away, the bakeneko not at all opposed to eating again. 
 
    Once the bakeneko was gone, Menya returned her attention to Danzen and his companions, just in time for Yato to introduce herself. As she did, she procured a small box and gave it to Menya, who bowed her head as she took it.  
 
    “It’s for him,” Yato explained. “Shimaru is Oiwa’s son.”  
 
    “Shimaru? Is that really you?” Menya came forward and examined him, shaking her head as she took in his bandages. “I haven’t seen you since you were a toddler. What happened?” 
 
    “We can explain everything, but to summarize it now: Oiwa has asked that you let him stay here for as long as it takes for him to adequately learn to bend his echo, so he can use it to see,” Danzen said. “Do you remember the woman I fought here?” 
 
    A hint of fear came across Menya’s face. “I watched from up there, with the younger nuns. That was… I hope to never see something like that again,” she said, referring to the moment Danzen’s demons were unleashed. 
 
    “Yet you remember the woman, Nomin?” 
 
    “I do. She was remarkably gifted.” 
 
    “That’s what I mean by teaching him to bend his echo,” Danzen said. “If he can learn to bend, perhaps he can learn to see in some limited form.” 
 
    Menya offered him an exceedingly cautious nod. “Very well. We will gladly take him in for Oiwa and do what we can. She has done so much for us here. I suppose we should join your yokai friend for a meal. You can go into greater detail then. I also want to know how Shodren is doing. She truly is missed around here.” The nun motioned for them to follow her. “We will get a room set up for you in the meantime. And this goes without saying, but you’re welcome to stay here as long as you need.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Provided a proper bed, with a window that overlooked the expansive valley outside the nunnery, Danzen was in for a solid night of rest. As he lay in bed, he watched black clouds dance in the sky, which reminded him of his Blade of Darkness and the shadows he could command. It had a hypnotic effect, one that pushed him into a deep sleep. 
 
    No birds the next morning, nothing to indicate that the day had reset. Once Danzen was out of bed, he dressed in a fresh set of robes provided by the nuns, Danzen recalling his mother telling him that they kept clothing around for hermits and other wayward visitors. 
 
    The thought of his mother sparked a replay of the conversation he’d with his father before the ancient alcove, Tengir Gantulga claiming that he didn’t rape Shodren, that they were lovers, and that he had promised to not play a part in Danzen’s life. He had yet to confront his mother on these allegations, and he didn’t know if he ever would. It was quite the allegation, and bringing it up in conversation would likely end poorly, but it was something he would need to do, at least to hear her side of it. 
 
    While she hadn’t said it outright, Shodren had essentially told Danzen that the easiest way to rebuild Sunyata would be to kill his father and take the throne. Of course, she didn’t flat out say it like that, but he understood what she was suggesting in the conversation they’d had before he left Genshin Valley. Did his father know of her intentions? What was Tengir Gantulga actually capable of in this realm? 
 
    As he finished dressing, he also remembered that his father offered to give him a taste of his power, that all he needed to do was say his name. While it was clear to him when he left the monastery, it was even clearer now that he was away from it, on the outside looking in to some extent: his parents were, in their own way, playing mind games with Danzen. 
 
    He sensed a presence at the door and placed a hand on the grip of his weapon. A light knock told him it was Yato, that or Kudzu, but Danzen had a feeling it was the young assassin looking to bend her echo alongside him. 
 
    “I hope I’m not disturbing you,” she said as he opened the door, Yato also in a pair of nun’s robes, which were a bit loose on her tiny frame. They needed to have their echoes tested later today; if she was going to continue down the path of the warrior, she would need to enhance her power through bending her echo, which would boost her strength. This was something that would come in handy if and when she faced off against a powerful opponent. 
 
    “I know a place.”  
 
    Once he was ready, Danzen led her to the end of the hallway, and from there to a set of stone steps. They passed through the kitchen, where a pair of older nuns were busy kneading dough for the morning meal. They both bowed at Danzen and Yato and continued their work. 
 
    It wasn’t long before Danzen and Yato were standing across from one another, in the same place where he had killed Nomin, the white flowers gone now, replaced by yellow ones which occasionally released petals into a light wind. 
 
    “I would like to learn more about what you did yesterday with your eyes closed.” 
 
    “I’m not able to teach that,” Danzen told her. 
 
    “You were able to teach it yesterday, well, in a way. I suppose that was more of a demonstration.” 
 
    “I just wanted to show them what was possible.” He withdrew his blade. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “I’m ready.” 
 
    Skrrict! Skrrict!  
 
    Her gauntleted blades locked into place, Yato brought her fists up. She moved into her stance, Danzen slowed his breathing, letting all the oxygen leave his lungs as he gripped Astra. He shifted forward slowly, their session beginning as Yato bent backward to avoid his strike. Twisting at the waist, she brought her fist forward and changed her trajectory a mere six inches away from Danzen’s face.  
 
    He trusted her, even as she came in again, this time with a slow-motion uppercut. Danzen stepped around her and Yato swiveled to address him, energy swelling within them as he lifted his leg to perform a kick, Danzen locking at the knee and setting it back down. Yato responded by crouching and pressing forward again, as if she were moving through water. 
 
    She closed her eyes, and as soon as she did Danzen took her feet from beneath her. 
 
    “Eyes open,” he told her as he helped her up, his voice just a few hairs away from activating his Demon Speak. There was no room for error in what they were doing, and while he appreciated her wanting to improve her skills, she was not at the level where she would be able to fight him with her eyes closed, even if she wanted to. 
 
    Yato got to her feet and nodded respectfully. “It felt natural.” 
 
    “What happens to me if you cut me is anything but natural. I’m interested in perhaps testing it in the future, in consciously summoning my demons, but not here. This place has…” Danzen took a quick look around, the flowers, and from there to the old stone buildings, everything quiet all around them, none of the nuns awake yet aside from the two they’d seen in the kitchen. “This place has seen enough.” 
 
    “That, it has.” 
 
    It was as if he had been there all along. Standing just a few feet away from them, surrounded by yellow flowers and his purple-black armor was Danzen’s father, his golden odachi in an elaborately detailed scabbard at his waist, Tengir Gantulga’s hair pulled back into a tight ponytail, a look of pleasure on his eyes he observed Yato. 
 
    Danzen moved in front of her. “You aren’t welcome here.” 
 
    His father looked to one of the stone buildings fondly. “Is that so? Why, I’ve been here more times than you have.” 
 
    Danzen brought his sword to the ready; Yato stepped up next to him, both of her blades drawn as well. 
 
    “It really is remarkable, you know, something even I couldn’t have seen coming. How delightful. You have yourself a student here, and a beautiful one at that. Tell me, dear, do you know who I am?” 
 
    Yato looked at Tengir Gantulga defiantly. “I don’t care who you are.” 
 
    His father offered her a sinister smile. “You will one day care who I am, when you arrive in Diyu. The question is, when will that day come? Could it be today?” 
 
    “You’re…” Everything dawned on Yato in that moment, but rather than lower her arms, she kept them up, her eyes narrowing on Tengir Gantulga. 
 
    Danzen’s father threw his head back and laughed. “You really love to see it, or, you will when you one day take my throne, son. That’s one thing that separates demons from mortals and yokai, for that matter. There is this look in their eyes, a willingness to sacrifice everything. A demon would know better than to raise their weapon at me, let alone their voice. Demons have seen the results of their infractions.” 
 
    While Yato certainly had started to shake, she kept her arms up. Danzen knew she would be useless in a fight against someone like Tengir Gantulga, yet he took pride in the fact that she was still standing strong. 
 
    “Lower your weapons. Neither of you are going to attack me, but you are going to do something for me, something I need done in these mountains,” Tengir Gantulga said, barely able to hide a sneer on his bearded face. “If you don’t do what I ask, the usual threats apply, but we don’t need to go into those, you already know what I am capable of. Now, for taking care of my little problem, I will grant you something, something that I believe you will like. But only after the task is complete. What do you say, son? I guess it really doesn’t matter what you say, but it feels right to give you an option.” 
 
    Danzen gritted his teeth. “What do you want us to do?” 
 
    “It’s quite simple, really. In fact, it’s so simple that I think I’ll make it challenging for you.” Astra disappeared, as did Yato’s gauntleted blades, stripped right off her arms. “Yes, a challenge. Especially now that you have a student to impress. No weapons this time, and any weapons you do try to use will turn to dust. Now, here’s what I’d like you to do for me…”  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Once his father was gone, his instructions clear, Danzen slowly looked to Yato, not able to hide the shame he was feeling. He’d been staring at the spot where Nomin had died, no desire whatsoever to look his father in the eyes and his gaze remained there, his cheeks burning. 
 
    “What… What do we do?” Yato asked, just now catching her breath. 
 
    “We need our weapons back.” Danzen turned back to the monastery just as a few young nuns came out, oblivious to what had just happened. They started by throwing grains of sand into the air and then began bending their echoes in unison. Soon, another pair of nuns led Shimaru to join them, one of them giggling as she assisted him in the movements. 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like that, but…” Yato steeled herself. “I’m learning to expect that in being associated with you.” 
 
    “It comes with the territory. You may go, if you’d like, back to Odval. I will handle my father’s request and he will return your weapons to you. You don’t have to take part in this.” 
 
    “Don’t have to take part? Why stop now? I’ve already made it this far.” Yato took a few steps forward, and crossed her arms over her chest. “In the time that I’ve known you, you have injured me, brainwashed me into not killing you, convinced me through your good nature that this was indeed a wise choice, met yokai, been in a battle against one of the most powerful assassins I’ve ever met, helped burn down a haunted temple, and now, I’ve been visited by the ruler of Diyu.” A twisted grin appeared on her face. “I don’t know what to make of any of this.” 
 
    “We can’t involve the others, Kudzu and Jelmay. They don’t know about my father’s appearances.” 
 
    “Won’t they wonder where your weapons are?” 
 
    “Not if we don’t make anything of it, if we act as if we are resting, taking the day off.” 
 
    “And won’t that bring attention to you?” Yato asked. “I get this feeling that you’re not the type that takes days off.” 
 
    “We can bend our echoes, and meet with Menya, who may know more about my father’s request.” Danzen shook his head bitterly. “This is the second time that he has done this, you know.”  
 
    “It is?” 
 
    Danzen explained what happened the first time, how his father had taken the form of a fox named Abbot Monpo and how he had asked him to kill a yokai known as a kappa. He also briefly detailed what had made this even more complicated, at least to him, that his father had been speaking to his mother for some time before Danzen approached the monastery he lived in, Danzen opening up about their discussion, how his mother claimed she was raped and how his father claimed that they were lovers. 
 
    “And have you asked her?” 
 
    “No. But I am starting to understand something from both of them. They both want something from me, it seems like both are in my life for their own selfish reasons, even if my mother’s reasoning is benevolent, one that could actually help this world. My father wants me to take his throne, as you know. My mother wants me to help her rebuild Sunyata, and there seems to be only two ways to do that. One would be to collect enough remnants to do it, which sounds incredibly difficult, and I’m unclear of how that would actually happen. I would need to talk to someone who knows more about the process, if there is even a process to begin with. The other way to rebuild heaven would be to take my father’s throne and use the power of Diyu.” 
 
    “I wish I knew what to tell you,” Yato said after a moment of silence. “What does Jelmay think?” 
 
    “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “He told me about the vision he’d had, that you played a role in all of this, that you would one day save Genshin Valley, and with that the world.” 
 
    Danzen bit his lip. “I doubt that will be the case.” 
 
    “He may be a little…” Yato looked up at the sky for a moment. “I don’t quite know the right word for him. I don’t find Jelmay annoying like Kudzu does, and I certainly don’t trust him, but there is a kind of jilted wisdom he carries, if that makes sense. But it may be worth it, running what has happened by him. He may have some insight.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Danzen said as Kudzu exited the main monastery. She was in her human form, and she wore ash-colored robes like the nuns around her, her white hair lifting in a gust of wind and settling. She approached Danzen and Yato. 
 
    “Bending your echoes?” she asked. 
 
    “Just about to start,” Danzen lied. 
 
    “Where are your weapons?” 
 
    “No weapons today,” Yato said. “We thought we would bend without them and…” She looked to Danzen. 
 
    “Take today off.” 
 
    “Take the day off?” A smirk formed on Kudzu’s face. “Are you sure that’s you?” 
 
    “It’s me,” Danzen told her. 
 
    “Well, in that case, I can’t deny that a day off would be nice. I didn’t know what we were going to do today anyway.” 
 
    “For one, we need to start finding out about the abandoned shrines here in the mountains, and perhaps into the Outer Regions,” said Danzen. “Looking for remnants.” 
 
    “Do you think we will really go that far out?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Danzen told Kudzu honestly. 
 
    “Jelmay’s going to love resting for the day,” she said, her eyes narrowing. “The cat and his snoring. Next time he snores like that, I’m going to sneak into his room and stuff a cloth in his mouth. Did you hear him? He was rattling my nightstand.” 
 
    “Is that what that was?” Yato asked. 
 
    “I didn’t hear anything,” Danzen told them honestly. 
 
    “Lucky you,” said Kudzu as she got into a position to bend her echo. “It’s strange, you know, bending as a human. Maybe I should morph…” She bobbed her head left and right. “Turn around. I’m going to morph in my fox form; we can deal with my robes later.” 
 
    Danzen and Yato did as instructed, and soon they were greeted by a white fox, Kudzu’s coat shimmering as always. 
 
    While the conversation could have continued, Kudzu became all business as she began her bending ritual. 
 
    “It’s different without a weapon,” Yato pointed out.  
 
    Danzen pushed his hands forward and realized he wasn’t feeling the same sensation, that it was nothing like what he felt when he held a weapon in his hand. Still, it was better than it had been when Abbot Monpo had first taught him, Danzen noticing that there was indeed a difference in his power now. 
 
    He demonstrated what the abbot had shown him, and soon, the two of them were going through the exercise, Yato with a determined look on her face. 
 
    “Can you feel it?” Danzen asked after they tried for a few minutes. 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    “In that case, let’s try our own style, combat.” 
 
    Kudzu stopped to watch them for a moment as Yato approached Danzen, the young assassin light on her feet. Moving from left to right, she brought a fist back and sent it forward, Danzen shadow blocking it and returning with another strike. They never hit each other, but their robes occasionally touched, Danzen feeling the power as they became more fluid. 
 
    A bell sounded off, indicating that it was time for breakfast. 
 
    “That wasn’t so bad,” Yato said as she brought her fist down, her chest heaving up and down. “Not quite the same, but I can feel it now.”  
 
    “So can I,” Danzen said. 
 
    “I’ve never seen anyone train with their echo in that way,” Kudzu told the two of them, a hint of suspicion in her eyes. “And you think it strengthens the sensation?” 
 
    “It does,” Danzen said. “It’s even stronger with our weapons, dangerous, I suppose, but certainly more noticeable.” 
 
    “I’d like to try that at some point,” she told him. 
 
    “Certainly.” 
 
    After Kudzu had changed back into her human form, which again required Danzen and Yato to turn away from her so she could slip into her robes, the three headed to breakfast. They found Jelmay seated at the end of the table, entertaining some of the younger nuns with his exaggerated gestures and corny jokes. He was also, predictably, eating as much as he possibly could, one of the nuns sweating as she ran back and forth to the kitchen to bring him more pieces of flatbread.  
 
    Menya, who was seated in the middle, motioned for them to join her. 
 
    Danzen took the place next to his mother’s temporary replacement, Yato and Kudzu sitting across from him. Soon, a dish of boiled greens garnished by poached eggs was placed in front of each of them accompanied by a sealed pan with flatbread inside, which was piping hot to the point that it released steam once one of the nuns opened it. 
 
    Danzen was quiet as they ate, his thoughts shifting back to what his father had instructed him to do. Once again, Tengir Gantulga had given his half-blooded son a target, yet this was unlike the kappa, not a yokai. This target would prove much more difficult, especially without his weapons. 
 
    Danzen didn’t bother to go up to his room to check on his Blade of Darkness or his gauntleted blades. He knew that his father would have taken them as well, that if he said no weapons, he meant it. It truly would be a challenge, one that Danzen was glad to take place deep in the mountains, away from civilization. The odds that his demons would be unleashed grew exponentially without the usage of one of his blades, hand-to-hand combat marred by small scrapes and cuts, bruises and other nicks that could lead to heavy bleeding, both external and internal. 
 
    This had been one reason why he liked using Astra so much, his preference also extending to his Blade of Darkness. They gave Danzen distance, allowing him to operate almost like an archer, able to kill without getting in close enough to sustain damage. 
 
    But he wouldn’t be able to enjoy this advantage now. 
 
    Danzen tuned back into the conversation once Menya began speaking of testing their echoes, the nun explaining to Yato how they went about such a task. 
 
    “As you likely know, there are numerous ways that people cultivate their echoes. The cheaper routes include finding, purchasing, or stealing an object imbued with an echo, a Sunyata talisman, then either wearing it or ingesting it. The way that we do it here is by bending, and periodically testing our power. It sounds complicated but there were only two things you really need to understand about the terms used to classify someone’s ability. There is their ‘subranking,’ which is listed first, ironically, and the ‘tier’ they are currently at, which is listed last.” 
 
    “For example,” Kudzu said, picking up on Menya’s explanation. “I am considered a Soul Mancer, which means my subranking is ‘Soul’ and my tier is ‘Mancer.’” 
 
    “Actually, that’s a good way for us to discuss this,” said Menya. “We determine a person’s subranking by a piece of clay that has been kept in the same room as the remnant. To determine this ranking, you hold the clay and it glows a certain color, from green to purple. Once it settles on a color, we know your subranking, and the clay shatters. We then move over to a stone. There are five levels to be gauged by what you are able to do with the stone. If you’re unable to do anything with it, you are at the first tier, an Adept. If you are able to float the stone, you are a Mancer. If you are able to shatter the stone after you have floated it, you are a Wielder. If you are able to repair the stone after first floating and shattering the stone you are a Reaver, and if you are able to float, shatter, repair and then simply dissolve the stone, you are at the highest tier, you are a Divinator. So in Kudzu’s case, her subranking is ‘Soul’ which corresponds with a purple piece of clay, and she is a ‘Mancer’, which means that she is able to float the stone. Once she progresses, which should be soon considering she’s at the very final subranking, she will move to the Wielder tier.” 
 
    “Do you have a visual for this?” Yato asked. “I get it, but a visual would help, at least it would for me.” 
 
    “We do, actually. These are printed on parchment that we distribute to those interested and those who have come here for testing.” 
 
    Shimaru entered carrying another sealed pan of flatbread, a nun leading him. The blind man placed the pan on the corner of the table near Jelmay, the bakeneko sparking up a conversation with him. 
 
    “That would be helpful to me,” Yato said. 
 
    “I would like one as well,” said Danzen. “I wrote it down in my field diary, but a visual would help.” 
 
    “Certainly. After breakfast. And we can test your echoes as well.”  
 
    “I also have a few questions for you,” Danzen added. 
 
    “Oh?” Menya bowed her head at him. “I hope I am wise enough to answer them.” 
 
    “I’m sure you are. We can do so later, privately.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t make eye contact with Kudzu. He really didn’t want her to know what his father had instructed him to do. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The remnant at his mother’s nunnery was smaller than the one at the fox shrine. This didn’t mean it wasn’t equally impressive, the remnant carved into a cube that glowed with a light-purple energy, the piece resting on a custom pedestal with supported wings to account for its weight. Menya, Danzen, Yato, and Kudzu had already sat before the remnant for a spell, the four simply basking in the energy it put off. 
 
    It became time to test where they fell on the spectrum, and to do so the four of them moved to the next room, into another basement. Menya explained that they normally blindfolded people before leading them to the remnant, that its location was a secret to prevent bandits from stealing it in the event of an attack. But she trusted Danzen considering he was Shodren’s child, and Yato and Kudzu were his companions, so she had led them through a maze of underground passages that eventually came to the remnant. 
 
    Low ceilings made it so Danzen had to duck just a little bit, a minor inconvenience as another nun entered the space carrying a small wooden basket with several clay slabs inside. This nun had been standing outside the door of the remnant room and had apparently entered once they exited. She placed the basket on a table, bowed to Menya, and left. 
 
    Kudzu was the first to test her ranking, mostly to demonstrate to Yato how it worked. She hadn’t changed her ranking, still a Soul Mancer, which meant she was able to float the stone, but wasn’t yet able to shatter it. 
 
    Danzen honestly didn’t know where he would fall on the spectrum, and he was surprised to see the clay slab grow green as he held it. As he had learned last time from Abbot Monpo, this didn’t mean he had moved down in a subranking, it actually meant he had moved up, that he had progressed to the next stage.  
 
    All he had to do now was shatter the stone. 
 
    The clay slab test over, Danzen approached a stone resting on a pedestal that looked to have been forged of discarded weapons. Focusing on the stone, which was about the size of two fists pressed together, Danzen was able to float it. 
 
    “You can do it,” he heard Kudzu whisper as he focused on the floating stone. It began to tremble, and for a moment he thought that it would simply return back to its place on the pedestal, but then it shook violently, and finally shattered in a way that defied physics. Pieces of rock didn’t go everywhere; rather, it was as if they hit an invisible wall, and simply slid down it once they broke off from the main piece. 
 
    Regardless, Danzen had certainly moved up a tier. He had truly progressed. 
 
    “Stone Wielder,” Menya said. “What were you before?” 
 
    “Crystal Mancer.” 
 
    Yato referred to the chart she had been given as Menya spoke. 
 
    “So you have progressed all the way through the subrankings of the Mancer tier and are officially at the Wielder tier. Impressive. Your mother would be proud,” Menya told him. 
 
    “What is her ranking?” Danzen asked, a question he hadn’t sought the answer to before. He was trying not to revel in the moment, and to do so required ignoring the sense of exhilaration in his chest. Danzen had improved and there was evidence of it, and it felt good. He’d been working toward it. 
 
    “Golden Reaver.” 
 
    “Come again?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “Golden Reaver…” Yato looked at her chart. “That means she has almost done everything, float the stone, shatter the stone, repair the stone, and now she just needs to be able to dissolve the stone.”  
 
    “That’s right,” Menya said. “And she’s close. Only two sub-rankings to go until she’s ready. She may be there now. She doesn’t test herself very often any longer. Shodren is powerful and pious, a true inspiration around here,” she said, her cheeks glowing red as she spoke of Danzen’s mother. 
 
    “I was unaware,” Danzen said as he turned his focus to Yato. “Are you ready?” 
 
    Yato stepped over to the wooden tray of clay slabs. She selected one and held it with both hands, focusing on it. It began to glow bright blue and shattered, meaning she was at the Diamond sub-ranking. She approached the stone, and after concentrating, all she was able to do was make it tremble a little. 
 
    “Diamond Adept,” Menya said in a kind way. “For someone your age, it is rather good. Continue your practice, and you should be able to improve rapidly.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Their rankings set, they left the underground chamber and came up to find a group of the nuns bending their echoes in one of the courtyards that provided a view of the valley below, not far from where Nomin’s funeral had taken place, Danzen remembering the pyre, the flames lifting from it. 
 
    He shook his head at the thought. 
 
    From there, Kudzu and Yato went to their rooms, while Danzen followed Menya to other balconies so they could speak privately. Once they were seated on cushions, they were brought tea by a young nun, who couldn’t have been older than Enkhmaa back in Suja Village. 
 
    “Now that we are alone, what is it you would like to discuss?” Menya asked after she took her first sip. 
 
    “Have you heard of someone named Shutendorji in these mountains?” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Shutendorji the demon?” 
 
    Danzen nodded slowly. 
 
    “Yes, all of us have. Well, those who have been here for a while. Shodren was able to keep him away and he hasn’t visited in…” She glanced up at the sky for a moment, squinting. “It must have been a decade. I haven’t thought of him in years, to be honest with you. Why? Where did you hear this name?” 
 
    “It’s something I would like to handle.” 
 
    “Handle? You mean rid us of the demon?” 
 
    “In a way, yes.” 
 
    “Where did you even get this idea?” 
 
    “It is something I would like to handle,” Danzen said, being purposefully vague. 
 
    “I see. In that case, I can tell you where he generally stays, and even give you a map to the location. But I wouldn’t be able to tell you if he was still there or not. As I said, it has been years since anyone has heard from Shutendorji. Although…” Menya took a deep breath and. “I may be wrong about that. Maybe three years ago, a couple came here saying that they had lost the rest of their party in the outer regions, that they were attacked by some unknown creature, that they assumed was a yokai. Shodren seemed to think it was Shutendorji. But she never confirmed it with me.” 
 
    “Is there anything you can tell me about Shutendorji?” 
 
    “These are just rumors, but it is said that he is twice the size of a normal man, that he has wings, and the face of a lion. I’ve never seen him myself, but I have seen the damage he is able to do. He is quite strong.” 
 
    “And you can draw a map to his location?” 
 
    “I can. It won’t take me very long, in fact…” She stood, and returned a few minutes later with a piece of parchment paper. Danzen saw the monastery and the mountains next to it. Beyond that, it looked like the landscape dipped into another valley, where Shutendorji was last seen. “None of the nuns go there, you know, because of a possible appearance from him. If you are able to do something, please let me know. There are various vegetables that grow in this particular valley that would be helpful to us here as we go on forging trips. And you are sure that you want to do this?” 
 
    “I will handle it.” 
 
    “Did Shodren ask you to do this?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “I would like my companions not to know about it. If you could keep it to yourself for now. I’m hoping it will only take me a day.”  
 
    “You shouldn’t go alone,” she told him with concern. 
 
    “I won’t be going alone; Yato will be going with me.” 
 
    “Then I…” Menya closed her eyes for a moment. “I will say a prayer for you tonight,” she said without looking back up at Danzen. “For your good fortune and your safe return.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    The rest of the day turned out to be as peaceful as he had hoped it would be, Danzen able to relax in a way that he had only done a few times over the last several months. He even took a nap, a rarity for him.  
 
    Dinner that night was served outside and accompanied by a story from Jelmay about a lonely yokai and how she made her way into the human world. Danzen didn’t know if the story was true, but had some of the nuns in tears in the end, Kudzu also looking like she was going to cry. She resisted, as did Yato, who now carried a more serious look on her face. 
 
    Danzen couldn’t read her mind, but he was pretty sure she was going over what happened that morning with his father, and what they had been tasked to do. At least that’s what he was going over in his head, tuning in and out of Jelmay’s story. 
 
    Once it became time for bed, everyone retired to their rooms, Danzen preparing a letter for Kudzu using the light of a single candle. He still didn’t want to tell her about his father, so he lied and explained that they were heading off into the mountains for the day to explore a shrine that Menya had mentioned. 
 
    Danzen didn’t know why he continued to lie to her about this, but he would come clean upon his return, after he had some time to think about how he would explain it to her. He was likely making a bigger deal out of it than it needed to be, but couldn’t help but feel guilty for not being honest with her. 
 
    With his hands behind his head, Danzen slept just a few hours, and was awoken by a light knock at his door signalling that Yato was ready. 
 
    It was time to leave.

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
    Later that night, Danzen and Yato made their way down the stairwell, and through the dining area of the monastery, both of them moving silently in the dark. Once they reached the courtyard, they were stopped by a voice. 
 
    “And where do you think you two are going?” 
 
    Danzen turned to find a short nun standing there, one that quickly morphed into Jelmay. 
 
    “What are you doing disguised as a nun?” Yato asked. 
 
    “I asked you a question first, but if you must know, the nuns didn’t want to gamble with me, at least not in cat form. So I took the form of one of the nuns that was sleeping and, well, let’s just say I have a little more kip than I had a couple hours ago.” 
 
    “Tricking nuns?” Yato asked, but it wasn’t with the same disdain that Kudzu would have asked, her tone of voice a mixture of shock and a hint of admiration. “You are something else.” 
 
    “Tricking? I won fair and square. And for the record, I’m not the one sneaking out the middle of the night. Now, care to shed some light on what’s going on here? And don’t tell me you two are lovers or something twisted like that.”  
 
    “No, nothing like that,” Danzen said with finality. 
 
    “We have something we need to do,” Yato said once Danzen didn’t elaborate. 
 
    “That doesn’t tell me anything. I’m going to need more information, otherwise I will wake Kudzu up. You are, after all, sneaking out while she is sleeping, which tells me that this is something you don’t want her to know about.” 
 
    It was time. While Danzen still needed to have a conversation with Kudzu, Jelmay had forced it upon him, and over the next few minutes, he explained to the bakeneko what happened with his father. He started with the kappa, and how his father had disguised himself as Abbot Monpo to lure him away from his monastery. Then he explained that Tengir Gantulga had come to them while they were bending their echo earlier that morning and had tasked them with killing a demon named Shutendorji. He had also taken their weapons. 
 
    For once, Jelmay listened without interrupting, his whiskers drooping a bit, his lips pressed into a fine line. Once Danzen was finished, he slowly shook his head. “I don’t like it.” 
 
    “There’s more.” 
 
    Connecting with what his father wanted him to do, Danzen went ahead and opened up about his mother, and how she had come to Genshin Valley with the hope of convincing Danzen to actually take his father’s throne, so he could use it to rebuild Sunyata. The other thing that they discussed previously, collecting larger remnants, seemed to be more of an afterthought to her. He also revealed what his father had said about Shodren, that they had been lovers, and that she had forbade Tengir from visiting him. 
 
    “And Nomtoi?” 
 
    “He doesn’t like him,” Danzen said. “He doesn’t want him to take the throne, he wants it to be me. But not now, when he is good and ready.” 
 
    “Your mother wants you to kill your father and take his throne to help her rebuild heaven; your father wants you to grow stronger and he uses threats to force you to handle his dirty work so you can one day take his throne and presumably kill his other son. Your brother wants to kill you so he gets the throne, and you don’t want to play a part in any of this aside from rebuilding Sunyata, which you know nothing about. Am I following this correctly?” 
 
    “I don’t know if my father wants me to kill my brother; he never explicitly stated that.” 
 
    “It sounds like the next logical step, after he has you improve your power and prove to him that it’s something you’d be able to do. He may even nudge you along, if you think about it. Why would he not want you to kill Nomtoi? To him it would keep your brother off his back, and he would save face to some degree by not being the one responsible for his own son’s death, at least not in public. While Diyu may be hell itself, it is still has a general public, as you saw when we went there. There are still villages in Diyu, replicas of what we have here, and there are a variety of demons, from the mindless blathering kind that you can spawn, to semi-intelligent ones like your brother, and for that matter, your father. So don’t be surprised when he asks you to kill Nomtoi, and don’t be surprised if he gives you a little aid as well. And don’t get me started on if you can even kill a demon like Nomtoi. I have no idea; that’s not my field of expertise.” 
 
    “What do I do?” Danzen asked. It was rare that he asked Jelmay for his advice, but if anyone knew what to do in a situation like this, especially one that could turn volatile at any moment, it was likely the bakeneko. 
 
    “You’re asking me?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “What does she think?” he asked, nodding to Yato. 
 
    “I have no idea what to make of a situation like this. I don’t know my family,” she said, “and I’m certainly not related to the ruler of Diyu.” 
 
    “Yes, that does complicate things to some degree,” Jelmay said as he ran his hand along his chin. “If you haven’t already figured it out, I’m usually the one that puts his money on the long shot, one who goes against the grain, against the odds. That kind of bakeneko. This hasn’t always panned out my favor, and I generally have a backup plan when I do put my money on the long shot to make sure I win either way, but, aside from gambling, which I should mention I am very good at, I’m the kind of person that likes to take risks, but only if they are very calculated. It is why I’m here. I wouldn’t have joined you had I not thought you were capable of a level of greatness this world rarely sees, if I didn’t think the bards would be singing our glory in the decades to come.” 
 
    The bakeneko was quiet for a moment, his hand now covering his mouth as he stared at the cobblestone pavement, his eyes occasionally darting left and right, accented by the moonlight. 
 
    “What should we do?” Yato asked once she couldn’t wait any longer. 
 
    “I’m not done thinking,” Jelmay said, silencing her. It was several minutes later that he finally spoke again. “If it is your goal to rebuild heaven, we need to figure out how to do that the right way, using remnants. I’m not saying that this is how we should do it in the end, but we should know more about its possibilities. The only person with that kind of knowledge that I know of is probably Abbot Monpo, although the woman running this place right now, Menya, may know more than she’s letting on. Maybe while you’re gone, I will see what I can uncover. I might head to town altogether. I’m getting tired of this nunnery, and need a change of scenery. I digress. The easiest, and also the hardest depending on how you look at it, way to rebuild it would be to do exactly as your mother has suggested, and what your father wants, ignoring the fact that she basically groomed you for this role. Hear me out: if you were the ruler of Diyu, it would be within your power to rebuild Sunyata. You would likely be able to do it with the stroke of a hand. But to become the ruler, you would have to either wait for your father to pass the mantle to you, thus putting yourself constantly at odds with your brother, or kill your father, which is likely easier said than done. He is, after all, the most powerful demon in existence at the moment. One way to think about this would be through a stepping stones analogy, taking your father’s missions when he gives them to you, eventually killing Nomtoi, growing stronger, and finally challenging him.” 
 
    “So you think I should kill him?” 
 
    “I think you need to make a choice. Do we build the castle the old-fashioned way, brick by brick, or do we capture a castle that has already been built, kill everyone inside, and claim it as our own? That’s what you need to think about. I don’t have an answer to that at the moment, not yet. And even when I do have an answer to it, it may change depending on how the situation plays out. In my vision, I’ve only seen that you are the champion, you are the one that saves the valley, but I don’t quite know how, nor do I know if in doing so, you will have to bring war to the gates of Diyu itself.” Jelmay threw his arms up in the air. “Well, that’s it. I’m all out of advice. Maybe I’ll have more when you come back. Don’t worry about Kudzu, I’ll cover for you. But you should tell her what’s going on sooner rather than later. She deserves that.” 
 
    “I left her a letter.” 
 
    “Did you confess in the letter?” 
 
    “No,” Danzen admitted.  
 
    “Kudzu deserves the truth.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It was by no means a stretch for Danzen to stay up all night, to forgo sleep for days on end if necessary. But Yato was human, and even with her training, she was still a novice, the younger assassin showing signs of exhaustion by noon the next day. 
 
    The altitude didn’t help, the two finding no way but up when it came to reaching the next valley over. With the thin air, and the drop in temperature, Yato slowed her pace to the point she was moving at Jelmay’s speed. Trying to correct herself, she sucked in a deep breath in an attempt to keep up with Danzen.  
 
    They came to a crest, Danzen spotting a path that led down to the next valley, which was filled with coniferous trees, the exact opposite of the barren valley that lay before his mother’s nunnery, indicating to Danzen that the altitude remained more or less the same here, and that this area received more water, likely from snowmelt but perhaps from some of the clouds that sat atop many of the larger mountains, obscuring their peaks. 
 
    “We will rest soon,” Danzen told her, and before she could protest, he started on a pathway that zigzagged down the side of a rock. It wasn’t long before pine needles began to crunch beneath his feet, trees looming overhead. The smell of the tall pines was refreshing, and Danzen recalled something he had learned long ago in one of his classes on wilderness survival. 
 
    He grabbed the pinecone and began plucking away its scales, revealing seeds. They were better when roasted, but they were still good in their current state, slightly chewy, and releasing a sweet juice into his mouth with each one he ate. He handed one to Yato and she began doing the same, following his lead. Both were quiet as they moved to level ground, the two following a stream in which they deposited their used pinecones, Danzen not wanting to leave a trail. 
 
    He didn’t know how powerful Shutendorji was, but his father had said that their target was a demon that had refused to come back to Diyu, which led Danzen to believe that they were in for a long fight. Giving Yato an opportunity to rest would also allow him to contemplate their next move. 
 
    While the trees around them maintained an average height, the landscape sloped downward, rocks pressing from the soil and forming waterfalls. It was near the edge of one of these waterfalls, overlooking the water below and the tops of the trees beyond that Danzen decided they would make camp. From his current vantage point, he had a good view of the area, and if Shutendorji were about, he would be able to spot him and wake Yato in time for them to find cover. 
 
    Or so he hoped. 
 
    It really depended on what the demon was capable of. 
 
    Yato didn’t immediately go to sleep; instead, she sat on the ground near Danzen picking away at another pinecone. When she was finished eating the seeds, she lay down on her side and watched Danzen for a moment as he began bending his echo.  
 
    It was a serene environment to work on his power, and he felt extra motivation to bend due to his ranking up. Everything was all coming together, and his effort was paying off. Still, it felt strange to bend without his weapon, Danzen realizing something he had come to terms with long ago—his weapons were an extension of him, practically limbs, and while hatred for his father grew in his heart with what Tengir Gantulga was testing him to do, taking away something so important to Danzen was a clever way to test him. 
 
    He had to give him that. 
 
    Whatever happened later today, or perhaps that night, or even into the next day was going to be challenging beyond his wildest dreams. Danzen was versed in hand-to-hand combat—anyone who had survived the Diyu Brotherhood had been trained to be well-rounded when it came to weapons, including one’s natural abilities. He knew how to deliver a fist, knees and feet, how to grapple in ways that forced his opponent into death or submission by focusing on key pressure points. 
 
    But would a demon have these pressure points?  
 
    And his father had instructed him to kill Shutendorji, not simply bring him down and get him into some sort of arm lock. Even if Shutendorji was in the form of a man, that didn’t mean he had the same cardiovascular structure as a human, which meant focusing a sharp object toward the carotid, brachial, and femoral arteries could prove fruitless. Even if the demon did have a human cardiovascular structure, the only thing Danzen would be able to utilize to puncture flesh would be a rock or perhaps a stick, both of which likely wouldn’t be able to cut through the demon’s skin, and that was if the demon wasn’t wearing armor. 
 
    If they could lure Shutendorji to a space under a cliff, they would be able to do something like push a rock onto him, but that would require a cliff, a boulder, and a lot more luck than Danzen currently possessed. What about poison? Was there something poisonous around here that they could use to kill the demon? He hadn’t noticed any common poisonous plants on the way to their current location, but that didn’t mean they weren’t in the area. Maybe there were mushrooms that had poisonous or hallucinatory effects that could help them, or maybe… 
 
    Danzen wished they had Jelmay with them at that moment.  
 
    The bakeneko would have known what to do, and perhaps he would have discovered a way for them to make an explosive material as they had to kill the yamachichi. But the trees here were different from the ones in the Asura Forest, and there was no telling if the right root was available to craft a concoction. It was too bad too. That would have been an easy way to deal with the demon, or at least one that Danzen could have strategized on long enough to come up with a solution that worked. 
 
    Then what? How would they do this? Was the only solution a fistfight that would surely lead to Danzen breaking skin? And what if Shutendorji had a bladed weapon? What then? Still bending his echo, Danzen glanced over to Yato to find her sleeping now, a soft look on her face that he knew not to confuse with innocence. She may be a novice, but she had been trained by one of the best instructors he’d had.  
 
    She wasn’t the same kind of killer that he was, but she was still a killer. 
 
    Once again, Danzen wished they had brought the bakeneko along. There may have been a solution when it came to trickery, and while Danzen had some skill in this, especially with his Demon Speak ability, Jelmay had a knack for conning people. 
 
    Thinking along those lines, what would Jelmay do?  
 
    Danzen glanced back at Yato. The next idea that came to him caused him to shake his head. Yet it remained a viable option, something Jelmay certainly would have utilized: Yato. Could she provide the distraction Danzen needed to get in close enough to the demon to subdue him? How smart was Shutendorji? Could he be tricked in this way, using beauty as a distraction? 
 
    An hour passed this way, Danzen deep in thought as he slowly bent his echo, the power swelling within him. He still hadn’t come up with a solution to their impending problem, but perhaps something would arise on its own, especially after they were able to do a little reconnaissance. He didn’t know how easy this would be, but they were trained for this sort of thing, and if he deemed it too dangerous, he could always leave Yato behind or make the trek back to the nunnery to get Jelmay. 
 
    He had options, but first he needed to see what they were up against. 
 
    Movement near the water below caught his attention. Danzen dropped as an older woman with a hunched back shuffled forward. She wore a flowing cape with pine needles stitched into it, almost porcupine in nature as she crouched for the water and began drinking. 
 
    Danzen was seconds away from making his way down to her when he stopped, wondering if it was a trap, or even his father.  
 
    There really was no telling.  
 
    He remained on his perch as the woman finished drinking from the water. If he got her attention from a distance, she could give away their cover through a scream or a yelp. If he was going to question her, or to figure out what she was doing out here in the middle of nowhere, Danzen needed to get in close enough to stop her from making noise if that was what she intended to do. 
 
    He moved in silently as the woman turned back to the forest, Danzen leaping from the perch he just been on down to the shoreline behind her, quiet enough that the woman didn’t hear him. He came in close enough that he could grab her before he finally spoke. 
 
    “Stop,” he said, summoning his Demon Speak power, “and speak to me.” 
 
    Rather than freeze as he would have expected, the woman began to lower her head, her voice haggard as she finally spoke. “So you found me.” She slowly turned around, the look on her face changing from disappointment to one of surprise. “I… I don’t know you.” 
 
    “I am Danzen Ravja.” 
 
    “Ravja… Ravja…” The woman blinked a few times, one of her pupils black, the other almost white, the skin on her cheeks sagging to the point that it went down past her chin line, her lips chapped, a bit of a mustache full of white hairs visible. “You are related to her?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Shodren, at the nunnery.” 
 
    Danzen nodded.  
 
    “Her son? Relative?” 
 
    “Her son.” 
 
    “Why are you out here? Why would you come to a place like this?” she asked, a hint of fear in her voice. 
 
    “To kill Shutendorji.” 
 
    The older woman brought her hand up to her head and threw her head back, sighing with relief. “Thank Sunyata, by the stars fallen and still shining bright, thank Sunyata.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It took Yato just a bit longer to get down to Danzen’s position, the young assassin at his side just about the time that the elderly woman introduced herself. 
 
    “My name is Minjin,” the old hag said. “Haven’t heard that name before, have you?”  
 
    “Can’t say that I have,” Danzen told her. “This is Yato, she is an associate of mine.” 
 
    “An associate, huh?” Minjin asked, the woman baring her yellow teeth as she grinned at the two of them. “The reason you haven’t heard it is because people haven’t used the name for two hundred years. Do I look that old to you?” 
 
    “Not particularly,” Danzen said. The woman did look old, and if he had to guess her age, he would guess she was somewhere between seventy and eighty. He turned out to be wrong as she began her explanation, Minjin motioning for them to move to the safety of the foliage. 
 
    “It was two hundred years ago that Shutendorji kidnapped me, stole me from Odval as a young girl, and made me his servant. It won’t be long before I die, to be honest with you. Perhaps another ten days or so, but I had plans to make it to your mother’s nunnery before then, so I can die properly.” 
 
    As if revealing her age sparked a change in her appearance, Danzen could now see that she truly was two hundred years old, as she had claimed. It was something beyond immediate appearance that told him she had seen more than she should have, the thinness of her skin, the way her veins looked shriveled up, and even now, how she held herself, the woman even more hunched over than Danzen had noticed at first. 
 
    There was no way she was going to be able to make it to the nunnery. 
 
    “I’m surprised he hasn’t already started looking for me, but Shutendorji is well satiated at the moment. Two hundred years…” She muttered. “The spoiled man-child of a demon, keeping me alive to serve him, all the people he’s killed. I just hope that… I just hope that they aren’t marked on my soul, that I won’t encounter them in Diyu. He says he’ll come there, you know, he told me before, to bring me back if I ever left his side. But he won’t go there. Tengir Gantulga will keep him in Diyu if he shows up. It always has bothered me that no one from hell has come to retrieve this terrible demon, especially with how vile he is. But that just goes to show you that Diyu is not on our side, that even demons have their own agendas.” 
 
    Danzen glanced at Yato to gauge what she thought of the older woman. He couldn’t shake the suspicion that it was his father, but if it was, Tengir Gantulga was doing a pretty good job of his disguise. And why would his father go to all this trouble anyway? It wasn’t like he needed to change his appearance for Yato’s sake. 
 
    In the end, Danzen couldn’t get a read on Yato, the assassin doing a good job of preventing her thoughts from changing her facial expression. He did however have an idea in the time it took for him to look from her back to Minjin. 
 
    “Lead us to Shutendorji, tell us how we may kill him, and I will personally escort you to the nunnery,” he said, getting down to the point. “I can get you there faster, if necessary.” 
 
    “You could?” Minjin asked, her good eye focusing on Danzen. 
 
    “I have my ways, yes. We will hurry, if that’s what you are worried about.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I should go back…” She wiped her nose with the sleeve of her disheveled robe, the pine needles shifting across her back. 
 
    “He won’t do anything to you,” Yato said, “not with us here.” 
 
    “Is that so? And you plan to kill him without a weapon?” 
 
    A grimace formed on Danzen’s face. She wasn’t wrong in her suspicion of their power, especially now that the two were weaponless. 
 
    “It’s a long story,” Danzen told her, “but there are other ways to kill a man, yokai, or demon, for that matter.” 
 
    “Is that so? Is that what you believe?” 
 
    “Perhaps you could help us,” Yato said, her input adding a different dynamic to the conversation. Even if she was hardened for a twenty-year-old, there was still a hint of youthful optimism in her voice, one that Danzen hoped would be to their advantage. 
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    “You must know of a way to kill him without a sword. After all, you have been his attendant for two hundred years now, as you claim.” 
 
    “Without a sword, you aren’t going to be able to kill Shutendorji.” 
 
    “Does he have a sword?” Yato asked. 
 
    “Of course he does. An enormous one, I forget the name for it, but it is easily as tall as you,” she said, motioning toward Danzen. 
 
    “An odachi,” Yato said. 
 
    “Call it whatever you’d like, it would kill you long before you reached him.” Minjin spat, a dark look coming over her face. “He is a monster, you know, and the things he has done to people who have passed to this valley, no matter their rank in life, from nuns to bandits, are things that I could never…” She started breathing heavily. “I can never unsee them, the torture, the sheer violence, the mutilations.” She covered her brow with her hand for a moment and began sobbing lightly. “He made me prepare them so he could… So he could…” 
 
    “You did what you had to do,” Yato said.  
 
    As Yato tried to comfort the woman, something Danzen’s father had mentioned came to him regarding any weapons they tried to use turning to dust. Even if they weren’t able to put themselves on a level playing field with the demon, was there another option? What would Jelmay do? Was there something they could do that could at least shift the odds in their favor? There was, and Danzen was happy that a strategy had finally revealed itself to him. They would get his weapon, and as soon as they did, the weapon would turn to dust, leaving Shutendorji in the same state as Danzen and Yato. 
 
    All he had to do now was get Shutendorji’s weapon. 
 
    “Don’t worry about our lack of weapons. We just need for you to lead us to him. Once you do, Yato and I will kill Shutendorji, and then I will escort you back to the nunnery. I will make sure you get there with plenty of time to go through any final rituals you would like for the nuns to perform.” 
 
    “How could you be so confident?” Minjin asked. “You have no weapon, and you’re going up against a demon almost three times your size, and you’re a big man.” 
 
    “Because I’m half-demon, you may know my father.” 
 
    “Your… father?” 
 
    “I am the…” Danzen shook his head. It was strange voicing this out loud. “I am the bastard son of Tengir Gantulga. And he’s the one who sent me here to deal with Shutendorji, both of us,” he said, gesturing toward Yato. 
 
    Minjin gasped. “You are Shodren and Tengir’s son? I always thought it was a rumor, that they had a child. I… I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    “I’m giving you a choice here. You heard my voice earlier, when I used my Demon Speak power, and it didn’t affect you. I can’t command you to lead us there, but I can ask you, and I can promise you that we will kill Shutendorji, and I will personally make sure that you make it to the nunnery.” 
 
    “And in Diyu? Can you promise that Shutendorji can’t abuse me there? He is going to be rather vengeful if you sent him back to hell…” 
 
    “I’m sure that can be arranged,” Danzen told her. “Now, what will it be?”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The walk took them around an hour, Minjin quiet as she led them to where the demon had been living the last two hundred years. Shutendorji rested at the mouth of the cave, several carcasses laid out before him, all belonging to wild oxen and other animals that lived in the valley the demon called home. Perhaps even yokai, there really was no telling with the mutilation on display, a few puddles of blood signaling that the kills were fresh. 
 
    And then there was the smell. 
 
    The last time Danzen had smelled something so appalling was in dealing with the giants back in the Panchen Mountains. It was a terrible odor, one that sat heavy in the air to the point that he began breathing out of his mouth.  
 
    Shutendorji rested on his back, and from their current vantage point, on a ledge overlooking the entrance of the cave, Danzen could see that the demon was just as large as Minjin had claimed, with wings and a face that reminded him of the two lion dogs that guarded his monastery. Sticking out of the ground, without a scabbard, was Shutendorji’s enormous odachi that Minjin had told them about, not unlike the golden one that Danzen’s father wielded, the demon clearly not respectful with his weapon. 
 
    “I can’t look,” Minjin said, her back now to a rock. She was trembling, and kept puffing her cheeks out as she tried to calm herself. 
 
    “What did you do to him?” Yato whispered. 
 
    “I overfed him. He has become lazier over the years, and I found that giving him more food than necessary would make him take longer naps. He stupidly put me in charge of some livestock he keeps about half a mile from here, mostly for self-control. It has been a long game, but I’ve slowly been mixing munlo leaves in his meals, which have affected his sleep. It has worked to some degree. And I would be nearly at the nunnery by now had I not…” She didn’t say anything else, Minjin interrupted when Shutendorji came awake for a moment, his eyes bloodshot and angry as he turned to his other side and relaxed, his flatulence loud enough to make birds in the trees scatter away. 
 
    “Disgusting,” Minjin said. “Such a foul creature.” 
 
    All Danzen needed to do was get his hands on the demon’s enormous odachi. No matter how large Shutendorji was, if he could get his weapon away from him, it would increase his odds of killing the demon. 
 
    “Stay with her,” he told Yato. “It’s time.” 
 
    Yato kept in a crouched position next to Minjin as Danzen slowly lowered down the rock face, doing so with his back to the stone. He finally reached the ground, ignoring the foul stench as he closed his eyes and focused on his surroundings.  
 
    Outlines took shape, Danzen first searching for any object, be it a twig or pebble, that could make enough noise to disturb Shutendorji, to alert him to Danzen’s presence. He did so first with his eyes shut, and then verified everything he’d seen with his eyes open, utilizing this power in tandem with his normal seeing ability. 
 
    Once he saw that he was in the clear, he shifted toward the weapon, which jutted out of the ground a few feet away from Shutendorji. Barely breathing, Danzen inched his way forward, his focus entirely on the path that lay ahead, on the enormous demon resting on his side. 
 
    Danzen paused, and as he did Shutendorji came awake again and flipped over, snorting as a stone was dislodged from beneath his calf muscle. The stone came tumbling toward Danzen; he lifted one foot to let it pass, an attempt to keep everything as natural as possible. 
 
    It took him about ten minutes of ultra-slow movement, but Danzen finally reached the odachi. The weapon was nearly as tall as he was, and as carefully as ever, he reached a finger out to it, touching the side of its shimmering blade. He expected the odachi to crumble, and when it didn’t he gritted his teeth and looked up at the grip, Danzen assuming he had to actually place his hand around it for his father’s spell to take shape. 
 
    Shutendorji came alive again, the demon coughing and eventually belching, his tongue flopping out of his mouth as he did so. 
 
    Danzen froze, and the demon settled again, oblivious to his presence.  
 
    He was close, and all he needed to do now was wrap his hand around the grip of the enormous sword, which would force it to turn to dust. Once he’d done that, he could sneak back up to his perch and wait until he was certain that demon was fully asleep. 
 
    Then he would strike. 
 
    His fingers out wide, Danzen wrapped his outstretched hand around the grip and closed his eyes for just a moment, feeling its power, a weapon clearly forged by a remnant. 
 
    But the odachi didn’t crumble to sand. 
 
    It remained stuck in the dirt, Danzen’s eyes widening as surprise quickly came over him. Had his father been lying? Could he have simply taken a different weapon from the monastery and used it? 
 
    His only option now was to use the odachi for its intended purposes, but it was exceedingly large, and Danzen didn’t know if he would even be able to hold it, let alone retrieve the weapon from its current vantage point, especially without disturbing the demon. 
 
    Unfortunately for Danzen, he had run out of time. 
 
    Shutendorji came alive again and let out a grunt, this time turning to Danzen’s direction, his bloodshot eyes falling upon the former assassin. There was a flash of confusion, quickly overcome by delight. 
 
    Calling on his demon blood-fueled might, Danzen grabbed the grip with his other hand and yanked it down with all his strength, his biceps bulging, Danzen able to successfully dislodge the weapon from the soil. He quickly stepped back, now holding the grip with both hands, just barely able to pull the sword out of the soil. 
 
    Shutendorji lunged toward him like a charging bull, Danzen barely able to dodge the demon as he took the enormous odachi with him. 
 
    The demon struck a wall of rock, which caused a small avalanche to kick dust up into the air. Shutendorji scrambled around, got to his feet, his hulking size even more evident now as he glared down at the former assassin. 
 
    The demon began to laugh. “You dare challenge me?” The look of murderous glee on his leonine face quickly turned to surprise, and from there to sheer animosity as he sniffed the air. “Tengir Gantulga’s son? Half blood at best, filth.” He clenched his jaw, his shoulders pressing up and down as he heaved in deep breaths, his wings stretching outward and then returning to his body.  
 
    No other words were exchanged as Shutendorji dropped to the ground again like a gorilla. He pounded his fists into the ground as he charged at Danzen, leaving craters in his wake. 
 
    Using his enormous sword as a pole vault, Danzen drove the tip of it in the ground and relied on momentum to send him up and over Shutendorji, Danzen yanking the odachi out at the very last moment.  
 
    He landed, both hands on the grip, the muscles in his leg screaming as he fought to keep it erect. As the demon tried to turn around, Danzen spun, the end of the odachi sweeping across Shutendorji’s winged back. A normal blade wouldn’t have cut through the demon’s thick skin, but this was no ordinary weapon, and if Danzen needed any more proof that it was forged by a remnant, or perhaps in Sunyata itself, it was the massive cut that it delivered to the demon’s muscled back and the start of his wings. 
 
    Shutendorji wailed, black blood rushing out of the newfound wound. Swiveling around, his eyes growing crimson with fury, Shutendorji brought both fists up and slammed them into the ground, causing a ripple in the stone that Danzen wasn’t able to dodge. He slipped, one foot going into the crack, and for a moment he thought he had drawn blood. 
 
    He barely had a breath to register what happened as Yato appeared on the other side of the demon and began calling for it, providing a distraction. Proving that he wasn’t as smart as he was vile, Shutendorji turned to Yato, his big tongue falling out of his mouth as he licked his lips. 
 
    “Ah… you have brought me a snack,” he said, saliva dripping from his chin. “Or perhaps a slave.” He tilted his head up, once again smelling the air. “Minjin? Is this your doing, my dear? You know I can smell you…” 
 
    Danzen pulled his foot out of the crack caused by Shutendorji’s last attack and lifted the blade over his shoulder. He took a lumbering step forward. 
 
    He was just about to reach Shutendorji when the demon launched himself at Yato. She tried to hold her ground, but the demon swatted her away with the back of his hand, which sent Yato flying into the air, thirty feet to the left before she collided with a rock wall. She didn’t get up when she finally landed, her head now tilted forward, something abnormal about the way Yato now lay on her side. It was a spinal injury at best, death at worst. 
 
    Seeing this triggered something within Danzen, a thirst for vengeance the likes of which he hadn’t experienced before. Shutendorji needed to die. And for the demon to die, he needed to be stronger than he currently was.  
 
    What happened next was something Danzen had never intentionally done before. He brought the enormous odachi to his side and placed his left hand along the blade, running it toward the tip, opening a wound on his palm. 
 
    He could deal with the aftermath later. 
 
    The strength that surged through him as blood dripped down his wrist was enough to easily wield the giant weapon. Everything red, a mist forming as portals opened up, Danzen’s muscles swelled and his veins pulsed with a boosted animosity—the true battle was set. Shutendorji seemed to welcome it, the towering demon laughing as Danzen’s hellspawns crawled their way out of portals, some lunging for him, others taking off, free at last. 
 
    Danzen didn’t even think about using his power to control them; he wanted the madness, the chaos, the frenzy, everything that came with what happened when he broke skin. The odachi felt light in his hands now, as if he were wielding Astra, his superhuman strength and stamina sending him to Shutendorji in under a second. He brought the blade down, immediately severing the enormous demon’s right arm from the elbow up as Shutendorji tried to swat at him. 
 
    Shutendorji roared and twisted away from Danzen.  
 
    He stomped his feet and kicked up more dust, Danzen just about to move in for the kill strike when his own hellspawns reached him. A mangled monstrosity raked its claws across Danzen’s back, additional portals opening in the process, Danzen barely registering the pain. He swiveled and cut the demon in half, then used his gigantic sword as a pole to stab it through another, which he flung up into the air, its body managing to crack into a different hellspawn that was crawling up the side of one of the ridges, toward Minjin. 
 
    He barely managed to avoid Shutendorji’s next attack, the colossal demon pressing right past him, inches away from tackling Danzen. He tried to swat at him with the arm he had left; Danzen ducked beneath it, just as one of his own hellspawns launched itself over his back, and was struck by Shutendorji. Sending his power into his feet, his blade now pointed forward as if it were a lance, Danzen exploded toward Shutendorji, his mammoth sword puncturing the demon’s stomach, and pressing out his back. 
 
    The two smashed into a wall of solid rock, Danzen’s impact mostly on his side, Shutendorji taking the brunt of the collision. It also had the effect of forcing Danzen to twist the blade to some degree, widening the demon’s wound as the two of them quickly dropped to the ground.  
 
    The dust settled and Danzen saw that Shutendorji had rolled over onto his side, the odachi now sticking out of his body, albeit sideways. Danzen was on his feet in a matter of seconds. He glared down at the demon with the face of a lion dog, Shutendorji on his last several breaths, Danzen’s shoulders heaving up and down. 
 
    Man, demon, or yokai, everything looked the same when it passed, and Danzen had seen enough to recognize that he had been victorious. But that didn’t stop him from tugging the massive odachi out of Shutendorji’s muscled abdomen and bringing it down one more time, severing the demon’s head. 
 
    Without a moment to waste, Danzen prepared to address the hellspawns he had unleashed. In the end he wouldn’t have to go this far. His creations all stopped moving at once, and then they crumbled to sand, the sand forming into the body of Danzen’s father. 
 
    Tengir Gantulga was closer to human size this time, still in his purple-black armor, handsome as always, the visage of a man in good health. He brought both hands up and placed them in a prayer position beneath his lips as he examined his son.  
 
    Danzen was slowly starting to lose power, his weapon once again held by both hands, the tip of the odachi hovering close to the ground. Could he do it? If he was fast enough, could he kill his father now and be done with this? Likely not, but the notion was still there, the desire to remove himself from whatever game his father was trying to play. 
 
    A splash of realization came to him, Danzen remembering where he was, the animosity he was experiencing just moments ago washing away from him as if he had just stepped out from beneath a waterfall. Yato. He dropped the weapon, and immediately shifted his gaze to her. 
 
    She still wasn’t moving. 
 
    “You have done well,” Tengir Gantulga said. “And you deserve this reward.” 
 
    He ignored his father, and was on the verge of rushing to Yato’s side when something in his periphery caught his attention.  
 
    Danzen looked back to see Nomin standing beside Tengir Gantulga. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Nomin was the spitting image of her former self. It was as if no time had passed since she stood across from Danzen in the courtyard of the nunnery, challenging him. Now in white robes, the thin woman with her head shaved and a familiar sword and scabbard at her waist, Nomin took a step back and withdrew her weapon. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” she asked, her focus shifting to Tengir Gantulga. Something about her overall demeanor told Danzen that she was still blind, and once he got a glimpse of her eyes, both completely white, he knew this to be the case. Why was she here? What could Tengir Gantulga possibly have to prove by bringing her back to life? 
 
    Danzen’s focus returned to Yato, who still wasn’t moving.  
 
    He rushed to her side and dropped next to her, Yato whimpering, confirming what he had seen earlier, that her fall had done something to her spine. She was still alive, but the way her legs were twisted away from her body told Danzen that she was likely paralyzed. 
 
    He’d seen this before. 
 
    “It was his wish,” Tengir Gantulga finally told Nomin, answering her question. “My son wanted you alive, so I’ve brought you back to this world.” 
 
    Danzen looked up at his father. He had never said anything to him about wanting Nomin alive, but there was no point in arguing with him, not with Yato in her current condition. Danzen placed his hand on her cheek, some of his demon blood transferred to her soft skin. 
 
    “Tengir… Gantulga?” 
 
    Danzen looked up to the top of the rock ledge not far from his father to see Minjin, the elderly woman less surprised than she should have been to see the ruler of Diyu. 
 
    “Your punishment is over, my child,” his father said, ignoring Nomin for a moment. “Shutendorji no longer lives on this plane of existence, and I will be sure he will never bother you again. Come to me, Minjin. It’s time to return home.” 
 
    Minjin stepped to the edge of the ridgeline above, about twenty-five feet up. She hesitated. 
 
    “Please, my child. You will not fall, I will float you down to me,” Tengir Gantulga assured her. “Take a step.” 
 
    A smile of hopefulness appeared on Minjin’s wrinkled face. She flung her arms out and took a step into the air. She tumbled down to the rocks below, the elderly woman cracking her head on a sharp stone, Minjin eventually rolling onto her back, her mouth agape, a single tear changing its trajectory as it moved across her face. 
 
    A smile formed on Tengir Gantulga’s face as he looked at his son again. “She would have slowed you down anyway. And, for that matter, what is the difference between dying at the monastery and dying here? There is no place to go aside from Diyu.” 
 
    Nomin withdrew her blade. “You monster.” 
 
    “You say that to the monster who has brought you back to life? You should be thankful. You can continue bending your echo here, and can increase your power, or do whatever it is you planned to do before my son killed you. Perhaps you will simply become an assassin again. After all, you excel at extinguishing life, and sending people to me prematurely. Maybe I should bring all the assassins back. I do love new arrivals.” Tengir Gantulga observed Nomin for a moment, the corners of his beard lifting as he grinned at the woman. “And your eyesight? Would you like me to restore it to you? I figured you would like to be exactly as you once were, but if you would like…” 
 
    Nomin spat onto the front of Tengir Gantulga’s armor, Danzen quickly realizing something in that moment—if ever there was someone he could fight his father with, someone willing to take on the ruler of Diyu, it was Nomin. 
 
    Danzen slowly stood. “Return my weapons to me,” he told his father, not able to contain his Demon Speak power, even if he knew it wouldn’t work on Tengir Gantulga. 
 
    His father looked from Nomin to Danzen. “You would defend her?” 
 
    “With my life.” 
 
    “You do realize that either way, you would be the heir to my throne, do you not? Whether you exist here, or you die, it doesn’t really matter to me. You want your weapons?” Tengir Gantulga blinked, and Danzen felt the weight of his Blade of Darkness on his back now, his gauntleted weapons on his arms, Astra and Nomin’s sword at his waist. It was as if they had been there all along. “You have your weapons.” 
 
    There was enough shadow caused by some of the rocks for Danzen to augment the power of his glaive. He withdrew his Blade of Darkness and slowly pressed one of his feet to the side and back until he was in the correct stance to use the polearm. One glance to Nomin and he could tell that she was ready as well. 
 
    They could do this together. 
 
    “This is why I love you,” Tengir Gantulga said, fondness coming across his eyes as he fully turned to Danzen. “And once again, this is what separates you from your brother, Nomtoi. The callous fool doesn’t have the guts to challenge me, even though he is much closer to my strength than you are. He also wouldn’t sacrifice his own life for anyone else, regardless of the fact that he is practically impossible to kill considering the nature of his birth. That doesn’t mean a demon can’t suffer. And there are places in Diyu where demons go, ones like Shutendorji, where they will be tortured for all eternity. But I digress, your audacity is what makes you unique, and why I have such high hopes for your future as my inevitable replacement.” 
 
    “Enough,” Danzen said, his voice still on edge. 
 
    “I don’t believe now is the time for this to happen, so I won’t let it. Your beautiful young assassin will be fine.” Tengir Gantulga extended his hand to Yato. One glance over his shoulder and Danzen saw that she was now able to move, Yato slowly getting to her feet, completely healed, a bewildered look on her face. “Continue to groom her; she may be of use to me in the future.” His father bared his shining white teeth at Danzen. “A very useful girl, and fertile as well. Yes, continue to groom her. I’ll be seeing you soon.” 
 
    Tengir Gantulga collapsed into sand, leaving both Danzen and Nomin with their weapons drawn, and now looking at each other, neither ready to back down. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Yato stepped forward and swiftly brought her fists up. 
 
    Skrrict! Skrrict!  
 
    The sound broke Danzen’s attention, and even though he knew it was dangerous, he returned his Blade of Darkness to its sheath. 
 
    “I’m not here to fight you,” he told Nomin. “Regardless of what my father said, I didn’t ask for you to be brought here, not that I…” Danzen recalled how she had helped him back in Diyu, going against his brother’s wishes. “Are you all right? Did Nomtoi do anything to you?” 
 
    Nomin took a step forward, and as she did so she brought her blade out and respectfully placed it back in its scabbard. 
 
    “I’m sorry for everything… what happened at the nunnery,” Danzen said, his voice choking just a bit, hoarse now from everything he had experienced over the last hour. 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault,” Nomin finally told him. “I’m the one who brought on the challenge. I knew then it wasn’t what you wanted to do, and I know now, more than ever, who you actually are.” Her arms now at her side, Nomin extended her head forward, bowing to Danzen. “I understand now what must be done.” 
 
    “Even I don’t know that,” he told her. “It just seems to get more complicated, and now that my father has shown up in my life, and my mother…” Danzen swallowed. “And you’ve seen my brother, know what he is capable of.” 
 
    “What do you plan to do, then? Do you really intend to fight your father?”  
 
    “If it comes to that, yes. I don’t believe there is a way to even win against him.” 
 
    “But you were ready to, just now,” Nomin reminded him. 
 
    “Because you were. You know I would fight alongside you no matter what we are up against.” 
 
    “I know now.” Nomin turned to Minjin, the tragedy of the older woman’s death making Danzen hate his father even more. “What about her?” 
 
    “I will bring her back to the nunnery. She deserves… she deserved better. She was that demon’s slave, you know,” Danzen said as he gestured toward Shutendorji, whose body was already starting to deteriorate, his odachi as well. “She served him for two hundred years, kept alive by the demon. She was making her escape when we encountered each other. Minjin had hoped to die at the nunnery, and only makes what my father did even more despicable.” 
 
    “I will join you, then. But after we reach the nunnery…” Nomin shifted her chin to Yato. “You have an apprentice?” 
 
    “Not—”  
 
    “—Yes,” Yato said she stepped forward. “I was Master Thane’s student.” 
 
    If this statement caught Nomin’s attention in any way—considering she had fought alongside Thane in Diyu and had known him when they were both alive—she didn’t reveal what she was thinking through a facial expression. While there had been a point years ago where she was much more verbal, vulgar even, Nomin had changed considerably since Danzen stopped training with her so many years ago. And even though she was blind, Nomin knew the power of a facial expression, how dangerous they could be. 
 
    “Treasure the time you spent with him,” she finally told Yato. “And I’m glad to see you have found someone of equal quality,” she said to Danzen. Nomin tilted her head up and took a big inhale in through her nostrils. “The nature around here smells absolutely wonderful, everything so alive. I missed our world.” 
 
    “Are you thirsty? Hungry?” Yato asked, her blades slowly returning back to the hoods on her gauntlets. 
 
    “No, I’m fine for now. It is going to get late sooner rather than later, however, which means we should start our journey.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t know how Nomin recognized what time of day it was, but it made sense that she was able to do so, and he wondered if her visuals were to the point that she could truly see and understand shadows. That would explain some of the depth perception she had exhibited in the past. 
 
    Danzen made his way over to Minjin’s body. He crouched before the ancient woman and examined her, an absolutely tragic look on her face, one that told Danzen how close she thought she was to some kind of salvation.  
 
    He lifted the woman into his arms and turned back to the others.  
 
    It was time to return to the nunnery and explain himself to Kudzu.

  

 
   
    Part Six 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The nunnery where Danzen’s mother had lived most of her life turned out to be closer than he expected. Maybe this was because he was hoping it would take a bit longer to get there, giving him more time to decide how he was going to explain everything to Kudzu. He almost wished he had asked Jelmay to do it while he was gone, the situation made more complicated now that he was arriving with Nomin, of all people. 
 
    She had already hinted that she wouldn’t be traveling with them after they reached the nunnery, that there were other things she needed to see to. Danzen didn’t know quite what this was, but her company was always welcome, especially now that she had seemingly given up on trying to kill him. 
 
    He could have moved faster, Minjin in his arms, the elderly woman with a gaping wound on the side of her head, but he stayed behind Nomin and Yato, the two moving silently over the rocks as they cleared the last rocky obstacle before they reached the main trail to the nunnery. 
 
    It would be night soon, and Danzen had already seen movement in the mountains, wild sheep, hawks, and a few smaller animals reminding him just how far out they were, none of the creatures scared of Danzen and his companions. 
 
    And they should have been.  
 
    They were all armed, certainly capable of hunting. It reminded him of just how much humans had changed the kingdom, from their cities to their agricultural habits. Was this the way it was actually supposed to be? Were they really no different than the animals in the outer regions? 
 
    It was easier to focus on his surroundings than on what he would say next, how he would explain everything to Kudzu. He hoped she would be understanding of the secrecy. But he still felt guilty for not telling her, and for showing up with a dead woman in his arms and in the company of the blind assassin he’d told her about several times. 
 
    It didn’t take that many steps into the courtyard of the nunnery for some of the women to start recognizing Nomin in her white robes, many of them gasping. It was quiet, but the chatter that sparked from her sudden appearance quickly spread through the compound, Menya eventually coming out of the main quarters alongside Kudzu, who was in her human form. 
 
    “What has happened here?” Menya asked, barely able to contain her surprise. “Nomin? By Sunyata…” 
 
    Nomin tilted her head to Danzen, Yato doing the same. 
 
    “Is there a place where we can speak privately?” Danzen asked after he handed Minjin’s dead body off to a pair of nuns. 
 
    “Certainly, follow me.” 
 
    After giving some instruction to the nuns who had taken Minjin’s body, Menya led them to a chamber he hadn’t been in before, one in a tower at the far side of the compound with views of the rock face. The second floor had a rather large balcony with seating on it, and as Menya motioned for them all to wait a moment, a young nun appeared with cushions in her arms. She placed them on the ground, and soon the five were able to sit, Danzen feeling like they were all facing him even if they were technically in a circle. 
 
    He began his explanation, how his father had shown up, which elicited a yelp of surprise from Kudzu as Danzen told them how he had taken Abbot Monpo’s form, how he even spent some time speaking to his mother back in Genshin Valley. He kept some of the details out, such as his father’s claim that they were lovers and that his mother wasn’t raped, Danzen focusing on what Tengir Gantulga had instructed him to do next, and how he had killed the kappa. By the time he had finished telling them everything, including the details of his father’s appearance in the courtyard at the nunnery and how he had instructed him to kill the demon named Shutendorji, that he would reward him for doing so, Danzen felt as if he was out of breath.  
 
    He didn’t like to speak this much. 
 
    “And that reward was your life,” Menya said, looking to Nomin. “Tengir Gantulga brought you back to our realm. How curious.” 
 
    “He did.” 
 
    “I understand that you likely have bigger concerns,” Menya told her, “but I would see it as being given a second chance. I’m not really one to offer advice, but you’ve been given something that most will never be given. Another chance at life is a rare thing indeed, and I hope that you get the most out of it. Regarding Tengir Gantulga’s interest in you,” she said, her focus shifting to Danzen, “it is clear that he will stop at nothing in grooming you to take his throne. Perhaps that’s what all these challenges are about. I have no doubt in my heart that he could’ve handled the yokai, or Shutendorji, for that matter, had he wanted to.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “By no means do I claim to understand the cunning of a demon, especially one such as him. It would seem that he is doing this for a reason, and those that have associated themselves with you should be not only aware of this fact, but ready for when he inevitably returns.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. “You’ve spoken to my mother about her ultimate plan.”  
 
    Menya paused. “Is that a question?” 
 
    “A statement, and a request for more information.” 
 
    “I wish I could help you,” she said meekly, the nun lowering her head in Danzen’s direction. 
 
    Danzen hated to do it, but it was imperative; he needed to know what Shodren had told her second-in-command. “Tell me what Shodren has said about my role in rebuilding Sunyata.” 
 
    It was a test, really, to see just how powerful Menya was. And as he had predicted, his Demon Speak ability didn’t have an effect on her, which meant she had bent her echo enough to prevent his influence. It made sense, too. Why would his mother leave someone in charge who wasn’t capable in her own right? 
 
    “That won’t work with me,” she said softly, “but I see it means a lot to you to know this information, and I will tell you all that I can. Shodren thinks that the fastest way to rebuild Sunyata would be to install you on the throne.” 
 
    “This was why she left me at the Brotherhood. I already know that. What went wrong between her and my father?” 
 
    “I can’t speak to that,” Menya said carefully. “But I can tell you that I believe that there is another way to rebuild Sunyata, if that is what you wish. If one collected enough larger remnants, they would be able to do it. Of course, this may take sacrificing their own life, but if they did it correctly, they could be reborn in Sunyata, rather than Diyu.”  
 
    “Does she believe this as well?” 
 
    “She does, but she thinks the faster way would be through your father’s power, his throne.” 
 
    “I don’t want his throne,” Danzen said, and in that moment he felt Kudzu’s eyes on him, yet another tinge of guilt bubbling to the surface. He glanced at her, but couldn’t read the look on her face. 
 
    “Then it would be pertinent for you to begin collecting remnants, preferably larger ones. There are two not so far from here, both in abandoned shrines. You and your companions could fetch them, and it would give you time to both continue to work on your practice, and decide how you want to go forward.” 
 
    “Where’s Jelmay?” Yato asked, which was something Danzen hadn’t even thought of until she gave voice to it. 
 
    “Ah, yes, Jelmay.” The pensive smile on Menya’s face thinned. “I caught him gambling with some of the nuns and I was not happy about it. He was told to behave himself while at the nunnery, and instead of doing that, he decided to head back down to Odval where there are less restrictions.” 
 
    “He thinks that he’ll be able to pretty much do away with the organized crime ring that Toku has started in Odval,” Kudzu added. “As you can imagine, he is positioning himself as a hero in the story, but really, Jelmay just wants to gamble.” 
 
    “So Jelmay is in Odval,” Danzen said. 
 
    “Allegedly,” said Kudzu. “There’s no telling if he’s there now, or in jail, for that matter.” 
 
    “I’m sure he will be fine. We will have to head back west at some point, and when we do we can seek him out. For now…” Danzen slowly turned his gaze to Menya. “I would like to visit these two shrines you mentioned and retrieve their remnants.” 
 
    “Of course. I will give you the information you need to find them. And you?” Menya asked Nomin. “What will you do?” 
 
    “I will leave after Minjin’s funeral. I would like some time to process everything that has happened, and where I should go next.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Minjin had a similar funeral to the one Nomin had at the nunnery during Danzen’s last visit, the nuns all gathered around her body as it burned on the pyre, Menya uttering a string of ancient words. The nun also moved her hands in front of her body in a way that told Danzen she was bending her echo, perhaps doing something benevolent for Minjin’s soul. 
 
    Either way, and as his father had stated, the elderly woman would be going to Diyu. 
 
    Remembering how his father had treated Minjin caused Danzen to tense up. What was the point in being so cruel after two hundred years of slavery? Couldn’t he have let her die in peace, in the way she had hoped to die?  
 
    His father’s action reminded Danzen of who Tengir Gantulga was, and what the leader of Diyu was capable of through his sheer lack of empathy. The scary part was, there was little Danzen could do to stop his father from doing something to his companions if he wanted, and he hoped that he wasn’t going to bring up what happened to Yato again, how he had healed her. There was a very real chance that Tengir Gantulga would dangle it over Danzen’s head. 
 
    Shimaru attended the funeral as well, and after it ended, Menya introduced him to Nomin. In passing, Danzen overheard a conversation in which Nomin agreed to show the blind man a few things the next morning to help with his condition, before she set off.  
 
    Danzen was just turning into his room later that night when Kudzu appeared, the woman now in her fox form. He placed his weapons on the desk near his bed, quiet as ever, assuming that she would start the conversation. 
 
    But she never did. 
 
    Eventually, he turned to Kudzu to find her seated on her haunches and observing him, her chin held high. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    Danzen sat on his bed across from her. “I didn’t want you to get involved. I realize now that it would be impossible for you not to get involved. I just didn’t know if…” But it was a lie; Danzen couldn’t get the next words out of his mouth. His father had said he would return, so saying that he didn’t know if Tengir Gantulga would appear again was false. Aside from hiding the truth as to what was going on, the real issue Danzen was facing happened to be the pull between his mother and his father, both of them wanting to use him in their own ways.  
 
    So that’s what he explained to Kudzu now that they were alone, how his mother and his father wanted him to take the throne, yet with competing reasons. 
 
    “I knew there was something off about her,” Kudzu said after Danzen finished his explanation. “I knew it the first time I saw her communicating with the three-legged raven.” 
 
    Myriad images flashed inside Danzen’s head until he remembered the black bird in question, how he had seen it once, flying away from him, and how it looked as if it had three legs. “I… I’ve seen it before as well. I didn’t know it had anything to do with her.” 
 
    “It’s a yatagarasu,” Kudzu explained, “a yokai. It has been following you for quite some time. I don’t know how long, but I noticed it sometime after our first return from Diyu. At first I thought I was hallucinating, but then I saw it again and again, and then I saw it with your mother. It is an omen.” 
 
    “You think she has been spying on me?” 
 
    “I know she has,” Kudzu said. “And it only makes me more suspicious of her. You may wonder why I have been leaving at night; I’ve been trying to see where the raven goes. It is always with her, and sometimes it flies deep into the Panchen Mountains.” 
 
    “But you don’t like traveling at night.” 
 
    “I don’t, but I have to know what she is up to. What you have told me helps shed some light on her interest in you. I never bought Shodren’s whole act of piety, but I didn’t want to say anything to you about it. What you’ve told me confirms that there is nothing motherly as to why she wants to be part of your life. Since you were born, she has been in the process of grooming you to kill your father to take his throne. But there is another choice if we, if you, want to rebuild Sunyata.” 
 
    “Remnants,” Danzen said. “It’s the only other way. But even if we were able to collect all the remnants in the kingdom, I don’t know anyone that knows how we would go about the task of rebuilding heaven. What we would say, what we would do, what would bringing all those remnants together create? I believe this is why she thinks it would be easier for me to simply take the throne. I don’t know if she knows how, Menya either.” 
 
    “Only Abbot Monpo knows, someone like him, someone who has lived a very long time. But there must be others.” 
 
    “But where?” 
 
    “We’re in the north now, and perhaps it is the right location for us to begin our search. You spent two years wandering across the other parts of the kingdom, including the south. Did anything stick out to you?” 
 
    Danzen hadn’t thought enough about those two years that he spent away from the world, not after rediscovering his life in Genshin Valley. There was an irony in the fact that the people in Suja Village called him Pilgrim, and to Danzen, that irony was that he had already finished his pilgrimage.  
 
    Arriving in Suja Village was his final stop.  
 
    The two years prior, a time in which he was completely anonymous, Danzen was just a hooded man living in the wilderness with all the time in the world to reflect but never enough time to truly process his thoughts and become who he was supposed to be—if ever there was a pilgrimage in his life, it was then. 
 
    “There’s something more,” Danzen said, skipping over the question she had asked him about anything that might have stuck out to him in his travels. Nothing had stuck out to him; his desire to escape his own life had been his only focus during those two years. “My mother claims my father raped her. My father told me that they were lovers, and that after I was born, she asked that he not see me.” 
 
    Kudzu made a sound with her throat. “Who do you believe?” 
 
    And that was the question he kept circling back to: who did Danzen believe?  
 
    Both had their own reasons for being part of his life, and he certainly didn’t put it past his father to rape a mortal. Still, there was something about the way that he told him this information that led Danzen to believe that it may be true, that his mother and father had once had a bona fide relationship. In all likelihood, it was something that was highly complicated. 
 
    “I don’t know any longer. I know not to trust my father, especially after what he did to Minjin earlier. But my mother also hasn’t been honest with me, and I get this feeling that the closer we become, or the more comfortable she becomes with me, the more she’s going to say.” 
 
    “She did, after all, leave you as an orphan on the steps of the Brotherhood. What kind of woman would do something like that? Something is off, Danzen, and it’s why I’ve been staying away from there, why I don’t trust her.” Kudzu stood. “Just don’t leave me in the dark ever again.” 
 
    “I won’t ever again,” Danzen told her. “How concerned should I be about this three-legged raven?” 
 
    “We should all be concerned about the yatagarasu,” she said as she reached the door. “They are omens, as I said earlier, and only appear when something terrible is about to happen. The fact that it is apparently working for your mother only makes me more suspicious.” 
 
    “Does Jelmay know?” 
 
    “I haven’t spoken to him about it, but I think it’s time that I do; I guess you aren’t the only one that is keeping secrets.” 
 
    “What do you think he’ll say?” 
 
    “He’s not going to like it, I can tell you that.” Kudzu lowered her head, then looked back at Danzen. “Do you mind if I stay?” 
 
    “By all means. You can take the bed. I’ll sleep on the floor.” 
 
    This caused Kudzu to laugh. “Sometimes I think you prefer sleeping on the floor.” 
 
    “That, or my back against the wall. Something about it seems appropriate,” Danzen said, a rare hint of mirth in his voice. “I’ve just grown used to it over the years, to be honest with you.” 
 
    Danzen crossed the room and sat on the ground across from the bed, his back against the wall. Once he had done so, Kudzu got onto the bed and settled onto her side. “I’m glad you’re back. I don’t think I said that earlier. I was just so shocked to find you gone, and then for you to return with a woman who was supposed to be dead…” 
 
    “I thought you would be. I am glad I’m back too.” 
 
    “The adventure continues tomorrow.” 
 
    “It does.” 
 
    “And how do you think Yato is adjusting?” 
 
    “I think she’s just fine,” Danzen said. 
 
    “I never thought you’d be the type to take on a student.” 
 
    “Neither did I.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Before meeting with Yato the next morning to bend his echo, Danzen looked through his field diary, wondering if Abbot Mergen, who had once lived in the monastery outside Suja Village, had written about the yatagarasu. He was surprised to find an entry for the raven, also listing it by another name, sansokuu. 
 
    The yatagarasu, or sansokuu, is a three-legged raven whose appearance symbolizes that the end of an era is near. It was first seen by Jimmu and his clan as they made their way through the Kishu Kingdom, toward modern-day Arsi. They were looking for a better homeland, and were warring with tribes encountered along the way, always forced to escape or face certain death. Jimmu’s older brother, Itsuse, was killed in one of the skirmishes, and Jimmu came to the realization that they kept losing because they were facing eastward, which meant to him that they were fighting against the sun. 
 
    Following a three-legged raven that appeared one morning, Jimmu led his troops in the opposite direction, a westward push that eventually brought them to what is now Sainshand. The yatagarasu stopped flying once it reached the mountains outside Sainshand, and died where the main branch of the Diyu Brotherhood is located, at least at the time of this writing. The tribes that had been warring against Jimmu appeared, and were mostly destroyed given Jimmu’s vantage point in the mountains, and through the help of an army of yokai that the yatagarasu had arranged. 
 
    If this mysterious yokai signaled change, and it was currently working alongside his mother, did it mean that she was going to be on the right side of history in all this? Was there really a right side when it was eventually going to be a battle between heaven and hell, and the victors would decide the historical record? Because that’s what Danzen could see happening. In his limited view of what the future could possibly entail, he knew there would be a fight coming; that was, unless he simply laid down his arms, as it were, and agreed to take up the throne, his only focus from that point forward being to make sure he handled those who were stalking him. 
 
    But he knew this wasn’t going to be how things played out. 
 
    He had a different story to tell. 
 
    Danzen found Nomin in the courtyard bending her echo. Yato was there as well, the young assassin watching as Nomin went through the motions, clear in her form that she was an expert. Like Danzen, Yato wore fresh robes, and she also had an additional layer over her shoulders that hung down to her elbows, providing a little extra warmth. It was cold in the mountains at night and in the morning, and Danzen had noticed in the previous day that it didn’t get as warm up here as it did to the southeast. 
 
    Nomin turned to him, and Danzen bowed, the blind assassin doing the same. He produced her weapon, and prepared to give it back to her even though she had a similar blade sheathed at her waist. 
 
    “It’s yours,” she said. “The blade I have now is an exact replica. Everything in Diyu is. There is no difference between the two.” 
 
    “Are you certain? Would you like to examine it?” 
 
    “I suppose that couldn’t hurt.” 
 
    Nomin sat on the ground, her legs crossed beneath her. Danzen lowered to his knees, and before either of them could set the weapons down, Yato removed the short-sleeve jacket she was wearing and placed it between the two of them. She too sat, moving onto her knees as well, mirroring Danzen. 
 
    The blades looked exactly the same, and as Danzen selected the weapon that she had received in Diyu, he noticed that it had the exact feel as her original weapon, heavy with echo. 
 
    “You should have your original blade; I can keep the replica,” he told her. 
 
    “They are the same to me, but if you wish to give it back, then I will accept it,” she said as she continued to examine her original weapon. While Nomin was being humble, Danzen sensed that she would have preferred her original weapon, even if they were the exact same. It had been a weapon she had grown up with, the one that had cut more throats than a ravenous guillotine. 
 
    “Have you met Shimaru yet?” Danzen asked her. 
 
    “Yes, earlier this morning. He will survive, but it may take him years to truly benefit from his blindness. He has found himself quite distracted around here.” 
 
    This wasn’t exactly what Danzen was expecting, but it made sense, especially considering Shimaru was the only viable male at the nunnery. 
 
    “And you still plan to leave today?” 
 
    Nomin nodded. 
 
    “Where will you go?” Yato asked, the tone of her voice telling Danzen that she held a deep curiosity about the blind assassin. He couldn’t blame her. Nomin was quite the enigma, and the fact that she had returned from the dead only made her more fascinating, and certainly mysterious. 
 
    “To explore.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to join me in Genshin Valley whenever you would like,” Danzen said. “If you do ever come, you will find me at the monastery outside of Suja Village. The people there call me Pilgrim. You would be my honored guest.” 
 
    “I will keep that in mind.” 
 
    Kudzu approached in her human form, the white-haired woman in a fresh set of robes that the nuns had provided. “A meal is ready, and Menya has prepared a map for us,” she announced. 
 
    “And what about you?” Nomin asked Danzen. “After you retrieve these remnants, then what?” 
 
    “I don’t know just yet. I suppose we will check in on our friend Jelmay.” 
 
    “Friend?” Kudzu asked, barely able to hide a sound she made with her throat. 
 
    “He’s probably rich by now,” Yato said. 
 
    “Jelmay?” Nomin asked. “You spoke of him yesterday.” 
 
    “Another yokai, one known as a bakeneko. He’s a shapeshifter who likes to gamble.” 
 
    “And you have partnered with him?” 
 
    “Not for gambling, but he has his strong points,” Danzen said. 
 
    “He claims to have had a prophecy about Pilgrim saving the world, and considers it his duty to guide us, although most of the time, we end up having to clean up the mess caused by his shenanigans,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “I bet he’s rich by now,” Yato added. 
 
    “He was already rich. More likely he is in jail by now, so that will be another thing we may have to deal with,” Kudzu said. “Although, some prison time could do the cat good…” 
 
    “I remember him now,” Nomin said. “He was in Diyu with you.”  
 
    “He was, and I can’t thank you enough for helping against my brother. Nomtoi is still out there somewhere, and sooner or later he will make his move.” 
 
    “I’m sure he will,” Nomin said, agreeing with Danzen. “But when he does, just remember your training. He may be a stronger opponent, but he’s not smarter, and he doesn’t have the same skill set that you have, or the same heart.” 
 
    Danzen felt as if he had known several Nomins through his lifetime, the vulgar version when he was younger, but also one who carried with her the air of a teacher, one who had a way of reminding others that they had more potential than they may have assumed. 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” he told her. 
 
    “What about bending our echoes?” Yato asked as the three of them stood. 
 
    “It is probably best that we start our journey,” Danzen told her. “However, I have an idea for later on, something we talked about the other day.” 
 
    One of Yato’s eyebrows raised. “Your demons?” 
 
    “In a controlled environment, yes. I think it is time.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen had a small doubt as they made their way toward the outer regions, heading in an easterly direction this time, which meant that they would avoid the valley where he had fought Shutendorji. Was what he was doing even worth it? Was it merely a distraction? In retrieving these two remnants, what would happen next? And just as importantly, could he trust Menya to hold onto the pieces once they inevitably left the nunnery? 
 
    After all, he would have to return to Genshin Valley at some point, which would likely put them in direct conflict with Soko, if she was still alive. Returning to civilization would also mean he could be targeted by Sumi again, and the contract she had put on his head. Then again, depending on how clever the assassin was, and Danzen knew there were still a few out there who had yet to strike, coming for him in the Outer Regions certainly wasn’t unheard of. 
 
    He had done it himself. 
 
    Years ago, Danzen had received a contract that had him traveling to the outskirts of Odval, not far from his mother’s nunnery. He didn’t know that at the time, but he did remember seeing the nunnery in its mystical perch at the start of the mountains, Danzen wondering how long the structure had been there. His mark, a merchant who had run off with an entire season’s supply of ale from a brewery in Arsi, had worked hand-in-hand with someone like Toku, a local up-and-coming warlord to be. Danzen had started his search at a tavern not far from the one where he had first sought information for Toku.  
 
    No deaths, but several people had their minds rewired, including the hopeful warlord, who easily gave away his mark’s location. Thinking about it now, Danzen realized it wasn’t very far from the Monkurenji Temple that they had burned down, and now understood why he had a sense of familiarity with the place. Either way, he found himself stalking this man through the night, Danzen surprised to find that the merchant was clever enough to stay hidden, giving no signs of his location, no fires, nothing to indicate that there was another person in the area. 
 
    Danzen found him nonetheless.  
 
    Relying on his patience, he simply found the highest tree he could climb to the top and began his watch. He ended up having to wait a day, Danzen relentless in his pursuit, but eventually the merchant crawled out of what was more or less a hole in the ground. And that was when he had a fatal meeting with Astra. Like an owl hunting its prey, Danzen was finished killing his mark before the man even realized what had struck him. 
 
    So it wasn’t unheard of for an assassin to come this far out in search of their target. 
 
    Walking for hours in silence with Yato and Kudzu put Danzen in a meditative state, his focus on his surroundings, the crests and uniquely shaped rocks adding an alien touch to the terrain as they began to climb higher into the mountains. Kudzu had taken it upon herself to be in charge of the map, although what Menya had given them was very clear: “Head to the northeast until you get to a mountain with a flattened top. You’ll see the first shrine from that point. It can be very hard to notice it at first as the shrine has merged back into the landscape, but it is there.” 
 
    The second location was beyond that, about a half day’s journey. 
 
    If they moved quickly enough, this meant that their entire trip would take about three days. But Danzen didn’t mind if it lasted longer. He was enjoying the temperature in the mountains, the sun still bright yet the air much cooler, to the point that he was glad that his robes had long sleeves and a hood. He definitely noticed a difference on his head; Danzen’s hair generally grew fast, but there was no way it would be long before winter, when it would provide a little extra warmth.  
 
    He found it ironic that in the end he didn’t need to cut it in the first place, that Soko had known about their arrival in Arsi all along. But that was how these things often went. The importance of intel and surprise in his former life were only matched by sheer strength and the willingness to strike. 
 
    The nuns had given Danzen and his companions dried bread and firestarter, as well as extra bags for the remnants. Menya insisted that the three of them take sleeping mats, which Yato currently carried, all rolled up and strapped to her back. 
 
    In the time it took for Danzen to glance from the young assassin back to the trailhead, which grew sharper with every step, he thought about how strange it was that she had come to be in their lives. He had moved past the point of wondering if he was qualified to be a teacher, yet still found it hard to believe that he had actually taken on a student, someone who wanted to learn from him. 
 
    In the twenty years he had labored for the Diyu Brotherhood, he’d never been asked to do a demonstration or lead others. It was as if Biren Yeshe wanted to keep him away from new students, which had the strange effect of building the lore around Danzen, this monster of an assassin who fought with a flying sword. He’d seen the looks and the times he’d stopped by his alma mater, future assassins eyeing him cautiously, many in awe, several of the teachers going out of their way to avoid him as well.  
 
    It was if they knew all along who he was, what his blood contained. 
 
    Danzen and his companions were going to need more than dried bread for a meal, which was why Kudzu led them toward what turned out to be a mountain stream that she had noticed. Being in her fox form allowed for better mastery over the senses, her sword currently sheathed at Yato’s waist, her robes in yet another pack Danzen had strapped over his shoulder. It wasn’t hard for her to operate in this environment, to move from rock to rock, nor was it difficult for Danzen to follow her. 
 
    But Yato didn’t have the same climbing skills, and they had to stop to find alternative routes more than once, almost as if they were traveling with Jelmay. This didn’t seem to bother Kudzu; Yato didn’t rub her the wrong way nor was she garrulous like the bakeneko, the young assassin generally shadowing Danzen’s behavior of keeping quiet and paying attention to his surroundings. 
 
    Kudzu sat once they reached the mountain stream. “I leave it to you, Pilgrim.” 
 
    Before Yato could officially reach them, Danzen’s boomerang sword dipped into the water and returned with a fat mountain trout. He did this several more times, and after the fish died, Yato strung them up. They would have a feast later on, but they needed to reach the mesa before doing so, which according to Menya would be the best place for them to stay that night. 
 
    So they continued. 
 
    Along the way, Danzen and Yato began to gather in the wood they could find for an eventual fire, which they stuffed in one of the leather bags that Menya had provided. Yet another thing to carry, but Danzen wasn’t feeling much pressure from the weight. He had left a few things back at the monastery, including his sugawara armor, which he had yet to wear, and his spare robes and other items. He knew that it would be smarter for him to wear his armor, but he felt confined in it and preferred to operate, as risky as it was, in simple robes. Hopefully, this wouldn’t be a decision he would later come to regret. 
 
    Another few hours of walking in silence came and went, Kudzu and Danzen traveling at a slower pace than normal so Yato could keep up with them. They eventually reached the mesa just as the sun was starting its descent. Danzen had hoped that they would be able to run a test on his demons that afternoon, but their journey turned out to be longer than he expected, and while it was still light out and would be for another hour or so, he decided to push it off until tomorrow. 
 
    They could test it first thing in the morning. 
 
    While Danzen and Yato prepared the fire, both glad to have collected plenty of dry twigs along the way, Kudzu scouted the area.  
 
    The flat top of the mountain they were currently on stretched for half a mile. It was a unique space, shadowed by the peaks of surrounding mountains, Danzen wondering if it had once been a meeting place. It reminded him of the alcove back in the Panchen Mountains, the one marked by petroglyphs. Was there something like that here?  
 
    Once the fire was going, Yato located a flat rock for them to place the fish on.  
 
    She cleaned the rock with some water she procured back at the mountain stream and Danzen went about cooking the fish using his boomerang sword as a skewer. It wasn’t ideal, but fire had no effect on his blade, forged as it was through a remnant. He placed each cooked fish on the rock, while Yato removed the fillets using a small knife. By the time Kudzu returned, all the fish were ready to eat, and while they were flavorless considering there were no spices, it was a good meal, especially with the dried bread the nuns had provided. As they ate, Kudzu updated them on what she found. 
 
    “I believe the shrine is that way,” she said, nodding toward the opposite end of the mesa. “It’s quite eroded, and I don’t think there’s a way the two of you can get inside, not without a rope. But I can go in.” 
 
    Danzen recalled the last time they had retrieved a remnant, and the underground yokai they encountered. 
 
    “Are you sure it is safe?” 
 
    “Not really, but there doesn’t seem to be a lot of water here, and if there’s a different kind of yokai in there, well, I will have to make do. We really should have brought a rope. Menya should have said something.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Yato asked as she finished a sliver of the fish fillet. “Why would we need a rope?” 
 
    “The entire place is built into the rock and sealed up tight. The only entrance I could find was a hole at the top, which must have been some sort of chimney. I don’t know how old it is. It must be…” Kudzu’s eyes widened to some degree. “Thousands and thousands of years old. Older than anything I’ve ever seen. The collapse of Sunyata was three hundred years ago, meaning that someone has since put the remnant in this location, likely to hide it. That was something that happened, you know. When the remnants fell from the sky, a few forward-thinking monks and nuns hid them as best they could.” 
 
    “Maybe there is a rope around the area that they used to hide it,” Yato suggested. 
 
    “I’ll be able to get inside as well,” Danzen said. “I can lower myself in and jump out.” 
 
    “You didn’t see the size of the hole. You aren’t going to be able to fit in there, not unless you are able to shrink your size,” Kudzu told him. 
 
    For some reason, this comment caused Yato to laugh. “Sorry, I’m just thinking of a smaller version of Pilgrim and…” 
 
    Kudzu started laughing as well. “He would be a bit out of place as a short guy.” 
 
    “Imagine if he was Jelmay’s size.” 
 
    This image had Kudzu practically on the ground rolling with laughter, the two of them slowly returning to their meal after their laughter let up, Danzen not able to hide the slight smile on his face at seeing the two of them laughing on his behalf.  
 
    He truly enjoyed their company. 
 
    “We will handle it tomorrow,” Kudzu finally said, bringing an end to this particular leg of the conversation. “I will go in and return with the remnant. If it’s large, we may have to do something else. But there doesn’t look like there’s another way in there, which means they lowered the remnant down through the hole. It’s just a matter of getting to it.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    They heard yokai that night, indistinguishable sounds from creatures Danzen could only assume existed this far away from human civilization. Kudzu, who was normally frightened at night in Genshin Valley, didn’t seem the same way here, likely because she didn’t know what was out there. Maybe it was better that way, not knowing what lurked in the dark, or at the very least, assuming the dark from whence you had come was different from the dark in which you were heading. 
 
    Danzen didn’t know, yet he rested better that night than he should have, only awoken a few times when he heard something getting closer than it should have. He was always ready, no grogginess, awake at the slightest hint of a sound, his hand on the grip of his boomerang blade, eternally ready to go. 
 
    He was up for Kudzu and Yato the next morning, his eyes closed as he bent his echo, once again practicing the ability that Nomin had shown him. Thinking of her made him switch weapons, Danzen opting for the replica short sword she’d given him, Astra going back in its scabbard.  
 
    The sun sat comfortably on the horizon, casting shades of pink across his eyelids, a color that he would never be able to describe or give name to. Pink would do, but they were much more than that, their hues growing in beauty by the moment, the warmth spreading up his body, past the crown of his head. 
 
    And so on as he bent his echo. 
 
    It was only when he heard Yato clear her throat Danzen opened his eyes, the light coming to him all at once, his pupils quickly adjusting. He was getting better at this as well; there was no time in what he did for error. 
 
    Kudzu was there as well, in her human form, her sword drawn. 
 
    Skrrict! Skrrict!  
 
    Yato’s gauntleted blades popped out, and after she was in position, she nodded at Danzen. 
 
    They briefly discussed this last night, how they would handle things. He would try to get control, and if that didn’t work, they would round up his demons and slaughter them as quickly as possible, with an emphasis on doing it swiftly and being safe in the process. 
 
    No words were exchanged as Danzen looked down at his arm and slowly brought Nomin’s replica blade a few inches above his wrist. With a deep breath out, he drew a wound. He flicked the blood to the ground and clenched his fist, noticing the feeling within him start to swell up. 
 
    Danzen had gone over in his head how he would respond in this moment, how he would get control of demons caused by a self-inflicted wound. He knew the secret lay somewhere in his control over his own echo, which was what he focused on as portals began to open up around him, his hellspawns inevitably appearing. 
 
    Danzen didn’t know exactly how it would work, but he went into it with confidence.  
 
    He had forced them to stop their movement before in his battle against Soko, back at the Floating Candle Festival. They were part of him, so perhaps he needed to think of them in this way, his demons simply an extension of his own power, or perhaps his psyche.  
 
    Either way, he would be in control.  
 
    His demons didn’t scatter as they normally would have, and even though Danzen could tell that Kudzu and Yato were both apprehensive and ready to engage, neither moved. One of Danzen’s demons, a monstrosity nearly as tall as him and covered in deformed muscles—a misshapen maw the defining feature of its face aside from its beady eyes—turned to him. 
 
    The others followed suit. 
 
    There were thirteen in total by the time the portals closed up; a mist settling over the mesa had already started to dissipate, leaving Danzen alone with his creations and his two companions.  
 
    The largest hellspawn took a step closer to him, and Danzen bared his teeth as he looked the demon over, Danzen’s eyes red, his veins pulsing with demonic ichor.  
 
    “Sit.”  
 
    It was a simple command, apropos to be the first words out of Danzen’s mouth. The demon snorted, almost as if it were challenging him. 
 
    “I said, sit.” 
 
    His hellspawn took another step closer to him, Danzen slowly bringing Nomin’s blade to the ready. He noticed on his periphery that half of the demons had done as Danzen instructed, the creatures crouched now, awaiting orders.  
 
    The others were hesitant, and a few defiant, like the one standing before him. 
 
    Danzen moved before his assailant could reach him, his sword going straight through the demon’s stomach. He wrapped around his hellspawn and cut its head off. Holding the demon’s head by one of its horns, Danzen showed it to his others, absolutely seething with animosity by this point. 
 
    He dropped the demon’s severed head to the ground, not knowing what effect this act of aggression would have on the others.  
 
    It really could have gone several ways, from outrage to a complete acquiescence. Yet he felt it was necessary to exert his dominance, especially with something as primal as his demonic creations. 
 
    The pause that followed was long enough for Danzen’s wound to heal up, for his eyes to return to their normal shade, for his heavy breathing to slow, his muscles to deflate just a hair. One by one his demons began to die, those already crouched simply falling over, those standing dropping to a knee before finally hitting the ground. 
 
    He had done it, or at the very least, he had done something.  
 
    Surrounded by dead bodies now, Danzen was startled to see a floating green light suddenly appear at the edge of the rock platform.  
 
    As it made its way to them, he saw that the glowing light was perched on the tip of a fox’s tail, a yokai. Kudzu turned to the yokai immediately, surprised as ever to see something like it. She morphed into her true form, and emerged from her robes, her sword now resting on the ground. 
 
    The mysterious yokai approached, its fur orange with strips of black in it. It was smaller than Kudzu, but its eyes were bigger, and as it sat, the fox smiled at the three of them. “My, what do we have here?”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The fox with the light on the tip of his tail continued to stare at Danzen and his companions with his large, inquisitive eyes, Kudzu finally taking it upon herself to lead the conversation. 
 
    “Who are you?” she asked, and as usual, she was barely able to hide how she truly felt through her voice, her question one of both curiosity and slight apprehension. 
 
    “You mean my name? My name is Bawa,” the fox told her, his lips parting into a smile. “And who may you be?” 
 
    “Kudzu, Pilgrim, Yato,” she said, motioning the tip of her chin toward the others. 
 
    “And one of you is of demon blood? Yes, what other being would be able to summon denizens of Diyu from portals? You seem suspicious of me, but I assure you, I am merely an observer, one who noticed the commotion from afar and decided to come a bit closer. Then I saw you in particular, and I knew that you were a yokai.” 
 
    “You did?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “It is much easier to recognize your own kind than it is to recognize the other, but you should know that by now.” Bawa turned his attention to Danzen and Yato. “You are far away from a nunnery, and the only humans out here generally consist of bandits and hermits. Yet you appear to be neither. Does your interest lie in something else? Perhaps remnants?” 
 
    The orb glowing at the end of the fox’s tail changed into a bright-pink color, before settling on something a little more red. 
 
    “Remnants, but not for exploitation,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “Why else would anyone want a remnant?” 
 
    “This may sound a bit…” She glanced up at the sky, searching for the right word. “Hopeful? Maybe experimental, maybe even crazy. Menya, the current leader of the nunnery…” 
 
    “Shodren has died?” the fox asked, sorrow filling his eyes as he withered away from them. 
 
    “No, nothing like that. She is simply gone for the time being. You do know that…” Kudzu looked from Bawa to Danzen. 
 
    “Know what?” 
 
    “He is Shodren’s son,” Yato said, finishing Kudzu’s sentence. 
 
    “You are?” Bawa tilted his snout, his nostrils flaring open. “Yes, I can sense it now. There is something familiar about your scent. I wouldn’t have guessed it was that, but now it makes sense to me. So she sent you?” 
 
    “In a way,” Kudzu answered for Danzen. “We were told that there were two remnants in the area that we would be able to collect and return to the nunnery.” 
 
    “You’re right, there are two. One is in the old shrine,” he said, nodding toward the area that Kudzu had checked the day before. “If you hurry, you could perhaps get it, and reach the other remnant before nightfall. Although, the second one will be more challenging.” 
 
    “Why is that?” Yato asked. 
 
    “The second remnant is in a shrine that is currently being lived in by a group of bandits.” While Bawa’s voice sounded jovial earlier, it tinged now toward something else, a hint of disdain behind it. “They are trappers, and they are notorious in these parts for hunting yokai. Sunyata knows where they sell them, but, as I’m sure you’re aware, everything from our bones to our fur is valuable to humans.” 
 
    This statement reminded Danzen of the yokai goods store known as Selden’s Emporium back in Chutham. Had some of the trappers in these mountains sold parts to Selden? For that matter, what with the extent of the illicit yokai trade, how valuable of an industry was it? It was something he hadn’t thought much of before, but now that Bawa had mentioned it, Danzen remembered a few of the marks he’d handled, their contracts explaining that they had done something within the yokai trade and had double-crossed someone. This also made him wonder if a yokai like Jelmay, one who could morph into a human, had ever put a contract out.  
 
    Danzen wouldn’t have been surprised. 
 
    “What are these bandits doing with the remnant?” Yato asked. “Are they planning to steal it?” 
 
    “No, they have no interest in it. They just use the place for shelter and to keep their wares. To save you time, I will help you get the remnant not far from here, but only if you rid our mountains of these particular bandits. And you can collect that remnant as well, of course. I have no interest in it, and if it truly is your goal to rebuild Sunyata, why would I get in the way of that?” 
 
    A cracked smile came across Danzen’s face.  
 
    Once again, he was being called upon to do what he did best, the former assassin unable to escape the blood trade. Another thought came to him as he considered the fox’s offer. Could it really be Tengir Gantulga? Unfortunately, there was no way to verify this or not, Danzen begrudgingly offering Bawa a curt nod. “We’ll do it.” 
 
    “In that case, I’ll show you how to get the one closest here,” he said as he turned to the north. 
 
    “We already know how to get it,” Kudzu told him, “through the hole at the top of the rock.” 
 
    “If you want to die, sure, that would be a very quick way to go, but there is another path that is much safer.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Kudzu asked him. She caught up with Bawa, and the two spoke while Danzen and Yato gathered their things, Danzen now with Kudzu’s robes folded and stuffed into one of his bags, his Blade of Darkness on his back, everything ready to go. He rejoined the two foxes, just as Bawa was finishing up an explanation of various traps that had been set years ago, and how many of them were still active. 
 
    “It makes sense now…” she said as they started heading to the opposite side of the mesa, Bawa leading the way. 
 
    “And that’s why you will find the way I know exceedingly useful.” 
 
    “How big is the remnant?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “It is not as big as the one at the bandit shrine, I can tell you that. But we will need something to carry it with, or drag it.” 
 
    “We have bags.” Danzen placed his hand on one of the leather satchels that Menya had given him. 
 
    “That should work for this one, but for the other one…” Bawa looked at Danzen, the glowing orb on the tip of his tail changing color as he took him in. “You’re probably strong enough to carry it.” 
 
    Once they reached the end of the mesa, Danzen and Yato found a path cut in the rock that led them to the gully below. As they descended to lower ground, Bawa and Kudzu raced ahead, up to the other side, where they entered into a space behind a rock on a narrow cliff, a few pebbles falling as they made their way in. To secure the remnant, Kudzu carried one of the leather bags in her jaw, her teeth gripped tightly around the handle. 
 
    “Do you think Bawa could be your father?” Yato asked as soon as the two foxes were gone.  
 
    “It crossed my mind, but why would he help us rebuild Sunyata?” 
 
    “Kudzu probably shouldn’t have said anything to him about that.” 
 
    “You’re right. She’s too trusting at times,” he admitted. 
 
    “If it is him, he may try to take the remnants from us in the end. We should be ready for that.” 
 
    “We should.” 
 
    “If this is the case, what do we do? Should we engage him?” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. “I don’t know what we will do then, but engaging him is a death sentence. I’ve tried. If he attacks us, you must leave.” 
 
    “I can’t just leave you…” 
 
    “If he appears, let me handle it,” Danzen told her with finality. 
 
    Yato grew quiet, the two of them both observing what used to be a shrine carved into the rock face. It was only upon a close examination that its original nature became clear, and Danzen assumed that many had passed by without ever noticing. He could make out the faces in the stone now, and the pillars that used to once exist, delicately embroidered, destroyed by time.  
 
    While they continued to wait, his thoughts drifted back to what had just happened not too long ago, how he had actually controlled his demons, and asserted his dominance over them. As if she were reading his mind, Yato began speaking about it. 
 
    “I still can’t believe what I saw, what you did,” she said. “All of it.” 
 
    “There may be a solution here, even if it takes me off guard,” Danzen told her, referring to the visual of what happened when he drew blood. He could only imagine what it looked like from someone else’s perspective, his muscles bulging, a rage filling him, his eyes turning red as portals opened up and demons clawed their way out. He knew it was terrifying, and thinking of how terrifying it was for others only reminded him how frightening he too found it. But now, after what happened not so long ago, the narrative had changed. 
 
    It would take more practice, and Danzen was sure he would amass several new scars from drawing his own blood with Nomin’s sword, but there would come a time sooner rather than later that he would have full control over this power, and would no longer have to be afraid of it. It would simply be part of his arsenal, the former assassin with a boomerang sword, a glaive that summoned shadows, the ability to control people with his words, and now a new power, one that allowed him to summon an army in an instant, one that could do his bidding. 
 
    It was this thought, even as Yato continued to talk about what happened and how awestruck she had been, that gave Danzen some worry.  
 
    He never really considered his power this way, being able to summon an army and do what he pleased with it. He was afraid that it would taint him in some way, that it could prove to Danzen why he would want to take the Diyu throne, why his father’s power was something he actually desired. 
 
    But he couldn’t look at it in this manner, and he knew that. The main point in getting his demons under control was to stop them from rampaging, and to be able to fight without fear of drawing blood, Danzen never quite at his full capacity. There were also the benefits that came with releasing his demons, including a boost of power which he had noticed dozens upon dozens of times. Even though he had what was akin to superhuman strength without it, a single cut seemed to double Danzen’s power, allowing him to do things that seemed physically impossible. 
 
    So this was why what happened not only mattered, but it was also the frame of mind that he would need to keep as he got better command over this power. Danzen couldn’t look at it as a way to benefit from his own creations; he had to look at it in more of a controlled manner, one that came with other benefits. 
 
    Once again, Danzen wished that Jelmay was there. He felt that the bakeneko would be able to put things into perspective, and he wondered how he was faring in Odval, if he’d been arrested by this point or if he had returned to the nunnery.  
 
    Movement above them caught Danzen’s attention and soon he saw both foxes emerge from the rock that they slipped behind, the two carrying the remnant in the leather bag, using their jaws to share its weight. Because it looked like they weren’t going to be able to get down with it, Danzen summoned his power and jumped up to meet them, where he took the bag, and returned to the ground, landing next to Yato, dust kicking up around him. 
 
    The young assassin shook her head as she took him in, her admiration for the man who had become her new teacher evident on her face. “That’s one way to do it,” she finally said.  
 
    Crouched now, Danzen opened the bag and carefully retrieved a remnant about the size of a cow’s skull. Yato dropped down next to him, observing the stone in the sunlight, the beams of which pressed through the light-purple crystal and onto the ground from there. Danzen could feel its power, and something within him seemed to come alive, an uncoiling deep within his stomach that quickly spread up to his head. He stood simply to balance himself better, breathing heavily now as he continued to observe the remnant.  
 
    Yato reached her tiny hand out and touched it as well, gasping as she too felt the power. 
 
    “Not bad, right?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “It’s beautiful.” 
 
    “It really is, and it’s also incredibly valuable. You know how many talismans could be created from a piece like that?” Kudzu turned to Bawa as he approached them. “I still don’t understand why the bandits that are holed up in the shrine haven’t gone for the remnant. They must know its value. Even one this size could bring enough wealth to serve several generations.” 
 
    “Should we be afraid to show this to Jelmay?” Yato asked Kudzu, which elicited a chuckle from the white fox. 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “The reason the bandits at the shrine haven’t retrieved the remnant is simple: they don’t know where to find it,” Bawa explained. “It is beneath one of the statues, and one would need to break the statue to retrieve it. They turned the place upside down looking for it, but no one thought to dig beneath the statue in the main prayer room. At least, they hadn’t the last time I checked.” The fox sat; as he did his tail lifted into the air, the tip of it now glowing the same light-purple color as the remnant. “Maybe they have found it by now.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen now carried the remnant in the leather bag that Menya had provided as they wound their way through a deep cleft between cliffs, the rock walls high enough that he wouldn’t be able to reach them in a single leap, at least not without drawing blood. The erosion on the rock face played tricks on his eyes, Danzen sometimes wondering if the red and orange lines were glyphs reminiscent of what he had seen in the Panchen Mountains. Every time he followed one of the lines in the rock he came to the conclusion that it was completely natural, simply something carved over time. 
 
    It was quiet, Danzen feeling as if they had entered into some alien landscape, no signs of life around them aside from a couple plants that dared the altitude and the dryness. The walls of solid stone around him prevented him from getting a good glimpse of the horizon, but as the trail shifted upward, and they began to come out of the gorge, he saw multiple crests in the distance, a white haze hovering over them. How far did they go? What lay at the end of the mountain range? 
 
    “I’ve been to your valley before, you know,” Bawa told Kudzu as they moved along a small trickle of water. There was less ice in the mountains here, and the stream wasn’t big enough to support the kind of fish they had caught the previous day. Danzen didn’t know what they would eat when the time came, but he was certain he would figure something out. 
 
    “I was truly unaware that yokai lived this far out,” Kudzu told him. “It’s not common knowledge, you know.” 
 
    “I am aware. There aren’t as many, certainly not enough to warrant a village as big as Osul, but we do have a few gathering places, those of us that are still alive. Life is much harder up here, you know.” 
 
    “I can imagine,” Kudzu said as she observed the increasingly barren rockscape that stretched out before them, one of her ears flicking. They eventually came to the top of an escarpment, Danzen noticing just how steep the drop-off was. It appeared to have been untouched by anything living in quite some time, but then he saw a group of flat stones resting on top of one another and gradually growing smaller as the stack grew higher, something clearly arranged by a human or yokai. 
 
    “Good eye,” Bawa told Danzen. “Did you see any of these stacks back there? Where we came from?” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. 
 
    “There were a couple, but they are well hidden. The bandits use etchings on the rocks to indicate directions. They look completely natural.” Bawa tilted his head toward a stone, and upon first glance Danzen couldn’t see anything remarkable about it. But then he noticed three lines that had been carved to the surface, sweeping in a northwesterly direction. It was subtle enough that it didn’t stand out upon first glance, and he wouldn’t have noticed at all had Bawa not pointed it out. 
 
    “How long have they been here?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “This particular group? Since the start of spring. They are a hardy bunch, I suppose, and ruthless. Destructive. There are plenty of hermits up here, and none of them leave a trail like this group, that’s not to mention the yokai they hunt.” 
 
    “Have you lost anyone?” Kudzu asked carefully. 
 
    “Not because of this particular group, but over the years, yes. Sadly, yes. We don’t have the protection of the Asura Forest, nor the density. A good archer can hit one of us from a distance, and if they are clever, it’s much easier to track one of our kind here in the mountains. Some of the bandits are quite nimble.” 
 
    “How many are there?” Danzen asked. It was the only question that really mattered to him aside from what they were capable of, but if they were human, and even if they were relatively hardened by the environment they put themselves in, he didn’t expect for them to put up the same challenge as a member of the Diyu Brotherhood. 
 
    “Seven or eight,” said Bawa. “One of the bandits was injured last time I checked in on them, and I don’t know if he survived it. He got bit by an onikuma.” 
 
    “A demon bear?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “Is that really a thing?” asked Yato. 
 
    “By Sunyata,” Kudzu said with a shake of her head. “If you want to know about a demon bear, you should ask Jelmay. He’s the one with the hide.” 
 
    “Who is this Jelmay that you keep speaking of?” 
 
    “A bakeneko that sometimes travels with us. He’s off in Odval right now, gambling as usual.” 
 
    Bawa gave her a sympathetic look. “You travel with a bakeneko?”  
 
    “Not by choice,” Kudzu said as they started up again, which elicited a laugh from the other fox. “We killed a demon bear in the Asura Forest, well, he did,” she said, her tail pointing toward Danzen. “We were doing a favor for another yokai, and it turned out to be quite the miscommunication.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “This yokai told us to handle the demon bear, which we did, by killing it. But he actually wanted us to simply ask her to stop attacking other yokai. He wasn’t clear with us, and then berated us for not following his orders. What can you expect from a jade rabbit?” 
 
    “Aside from a good meal, not much,” Bawa said. “I’ve been burned by their kind before, years ago. In fact…”  
 
    “What?” Kudzu asked once he didn’t finish his sentence. 
 
    “This rabbit of yours doesn’t happen to go by the name Usagi, does he?” Bawa asked, the tip of his tail glowing a deep shade of maroon. 
 
    “You have to be kidding me.” 
 
    “It really is a small world then,” Bawa said. “That was the reason I was in Genshin Valley, because of something to do with him. In all actuality, Usagi probably wanted you to kill the onikuma, but made a show of getting angry at you so he could later get a favor.” 
 
    “Or not face responsibility in the community…” 
 
    Bawa seemed to agree with this assessment. “I wouldn’t put that past him either.” 
 
    “Ugh, I hadn’t even considered this.” 
 
    “What’s this about?” Yato asked, and when Kudzu didn’t answer, Danzen gave a slightly more detailed explanation. He stopped speaking once Bawa took cover behind a rock. Danzen heard a bit of commotion ahead, amplified by the cliffs around them. He dropped as well, Yato mirroring his movement. 
 
    They pressed forward, until they came to a rocky outcrop, the jagged stones seemingly sprouting up from the soil as if they were mushrooms. Similar to the last shrine, this one was also carved into the rock, albeit in much better shape, Danzen surprised at how well-made the structure was. It was unlike any architecture he’d seen aside from some of the older buildings at the Diyu Brotherhood, the ones he had marveled at as a child. They were still about a quarter mile away from the main structure, but it was clear as to why the bandits had chosen this area. It provided maximum visibility, the conjoined shrines in the middle sitting on a hill, with stone roofs that would protect against the elements. There was plenty of space to stretch out. 
 
    And this was something this particular group of bandits appeared to excel in, hides pulled across certain stones, makeshift workstations used for slaughter, dried blood on the rocks and discarded bone starting to pile up. 
 
    One thing Danzen hadn’t told Bawa was that he didn’t plan on killing these men; no, there was a better way to handle them, and it had to do with rewiring their minds. This hadn’t been his initial reaction after being told of the group, but there was more than one way to make them stop butchering yokai, and the usage of Danzen’s Demon Speak ability made perfect sense. 
 
    In fact, there really was no reason to hide themselves, and while he was sure that Bawa likely wanted the bandits dead, there was another way. 
 
    But then Danzen noticed the banner that hung from one of the pillars, which immediately caused his heart to sink. 
 
    “It can’t be…” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    A memory came to Danzen, one from years ago, back when he was still a young assassin training. A man named Jinkai had given a demonstration on shadow fighting, Danzen remembering the Sunyata remnants he wore around his neck, how they all glowed as he cut through stone with shadowy tendrils that jutted out of his forearm. He remembered likening them to loosened silk, and seeing Jinkai’s demonstration was how he quickly adapted to using his Blade of Darkness. 
 
    The men staying in the abandoned shrine were no ordinary bandits, and for that matter, they weren’t really bandits at all. They were assassins, ones that had been trained by Jinkai, his clan known as the Penumbra, as indicated by their banner and its eye with a wavy line beneath it. Threatened by their appearance five or six years ago, Danzen had been instructed by the Brotherhood to take several of them out, yet they had never put a mark on Jinkai’s head, planning instead to cut the legs from beneath his organization. 
 
    For all Danzen knew, the Diyu Brotherhood’s strategy had worked. The several Penumbra clansmen he had killed were enough to crater what Jinkai had founded, and he remembered that all the men that he’d slain had the eye insignia somewhere on their body, which matched the banner currently draped from a pillar. 
 
    But apparently, Danzen had been mistaken. 
 
    Not only was there the potential that Jinkai was there, if he was still alive, but there was also the potential that his Demon Speak power wouldn’t work on these men, depending on how deeply they had bent their echoes or abused remnants. Danzen concluded that the reasoning for being in the mountains was twofold: to collect yokai parts to further fund their operations, and to locate abandoned remnants. If there really was a remnant in the shrine’s statue, as Bawa had suggested, then why hadn’t these men discovered it by now? Jinkai had been able to cut through stone with the shadows, and Danzen was sure his disciples would have been able to as well. 
 
    Something wasn’t right.  
 
    The seven or eight Penumbra clansmen holed up in the abandoned shrine were a fitting example of the fine line between a killer and a murderer. These men were monsters who killed indiscriminately, contract or no contract, their focus always on the money, and if they were here after the remnant, they should have located it by now. 
 
    Danzen never knew what had gone wrong with Jinkai, and why he had broken away from the Brotherhood. 
 
    Somewhere along the way, Jinkai had lost his mind and turned rogue, which wasn’t unheard of when it came to assassins who would abuse the remnants, Soko being another example. He had wondered at the time why the Brotherhood hadn’t put out a hit on Jinkai’s head, why they had rather gone for some of his underlings instead, and the reasoning behind this had never been revealed to him. Biren Yeshe remained tight-lipped about the whole affair, and after Danzen had satisfied his contract, he’d never heard about it again. 
 
    It was clear now, as he looked down at their camp, that Penumbra was still active. 
 
    “Should we be worried?” Yato asked Danzen, the female assassin right next to them. 
 
    “We need to get some distance between us and them,” he finally said. “Is there a place near here we can keep an eye on them?” 
 
    “I know the spot,” Bawa told him. “It’s not very far from here.” The fox turned back in the direction that they had come, and soon he was hopping from rock to rock, up the side of a cliff. This one wasn’t too high, but Danzen didn’t want to draw attention to himself by simply jumping to the top, so he made his way further away from the shrine, and found a point that he would be able to walk along, Yato and Kudzu close behind him.  
 
    They reached an overlook a little more than half a mile away, Danzen and his companions able to utilize a shadow cast by a large stone shaped into a hook as cover. 
 
    “I’m getting the sense that something is wrong,” Bawa said, the tip of his tail glowing black. 
 
    Kudzu certainly recognized a change in Danzen’s behavior, and now that they were away from the shrine, she pressed him on it. “Do you know these men?”  
 
    Danzen nodded. “They are members of the Penumbra, a clan that was created by an assassin named Jinkai who could wield shadows. They are able to as well, through Sunyata talismans, or by abusing remnants.” 
 
    “Jinkai?” Yato asked him. “Master Thane mentioned him several times.” 
 
    “It would make sense that you have heard of him, considering he came up around the same time that Thane did. Jinkai, Thane, Neeranyaga, and Thulma. They were all of the same class at the Brotherhood.” 
 
    “Master Thane only briefly spoke of Jinkai, saying that the remnants had driven him mad.” 
 
    “They had, and about five or six years ago, I was tasked with taking out some of his lower-ranking students. But I never found out what happened to him, or if anything happened to him. I figured someone else had gotten that contract. Or perhaps someone like my teacher, Biren Yeshe, had gone after Jinkai himself. I never asked.” 
 
    “So these men are killers of some kind?” 
 
    “Assassins, but murderers would be a better description,” Danzen told Kudzu. “Penumbra was driven from most of the cities and the kingdom, a concentrated effort from the Brotherhood to eradicate them. It would make sense that they were this far out, in the north or the south. I’m actually surprised I didn’t meet one in Genshin Valley. Any that survived the purge would have scattered, including Jinkai. Have you seen them use shadow weapons?” he asked Bawa. 
 
    “Yes, I thought I mentioned that.” 
 
    “You didn’t mention anything about that,” Kudzu told him, her eyes narrowing on the yokai. “Are you trying to set us up?” 
 
    “Set you up? Why would I try to set you up? How?” 
 
    “If you knew that they use shadows, you should have told us. That would have been something that we could prepare for, or perhaps Pilgrim here would have made a connection between them and this Jinkai character.” 
 
    “If I recall, I came upon the three of you standing with weapons drawn amidst a scattering of dead demons. Something like shadow weapons, to me anyway, didn’t seem to be a very important detail for people that can do what the three of you are clearly capable of, or at the very least, you,” he told Danzen. “But I see now that I should have mentioned it, yes, I’m sorry. Please accept my apologies. It was by no means on purpose.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Danzen said after a long pause. “I was going to use my power to force them to leave these mountains and put a stop to the illicit yokai trade, but depending on how strong they are, my ability may not work, which means that we will likely have to kill them.” 
 
    “I thought that’s what you came here for anyway,” Bawa said. 
 
    “You thought wrong,” Danzen told the fox, and even though he wasn’t as agitated as he should have been that Bawa had withheld crucial information, the tone of his voice indicated he was certainly disappointed. They could have walked right into a very sticky situation. “I need you to tell me in detail of the men you’ve seen down there, including the one that you said was injured by an onikuma.” 
 
    “In my opinion, they are all bearded heathens. Is that what you want to hear? Because that’s what I’ve seen, most of them bearded, all of them roughly between the ages of twenty-five and forty. Was there a particular feature you’re looking for?” 
 
    “Was one of them older, maybe around sixty years of age for so, something to that effect?” 
 
    “No,” Bawa told Danzen after some consideration. “Not that I’ve seen. And I must apologize again, for I feel as if I’ve misled the three of you. I wasn’t kidding when I said these men are monsters. I’ve also heard some talk from them of moving on the nunnery, that there is a remnant there, but this was only briefly, and clearly they haven’t acted upon it.” 
 
    “I’m surprised they haven’t found the remnant in the shrine,” Danzen said, “especially if, as you claim, it is in the statue.” 
 
    “It’s actually part of the base of the statue, buried within it, and it’s the portion of the base that is sunk into the soil, a few feet down. They have hacked away at the top of the statue, but didn’t find anything and moved on. I checked myself one night while they were sleeping. We are just lucky that the abbot who hid it there years ago was smart enough to hide it well.” 
 
    “Then we should move shortly, while the sun is still out,” Danzen said. “If they are utilizing shadow weapons, they will become deadlier once it is dark.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It would be up to Danzen and Yato to take out the assassins, and to do so, they would need to move quickly and quietly. They would be discovered at some point, especially once one of the Penumbra clansmen noticed that a companion or two was missing. It was only a matter of when, and a matter of how many they could take out before they were discovered. 
 
    To lighten the load, Danzen left his bags and the remnant behind, which were guarded by Kudzu. It was a bit cumbersome, but he decided to keep his Blade of Darkness with him, not quite sure what would happen once its shadows at its tip met shadows of a potential assailant, but it would give him another option if he wasn’t able to do most things through the usage of his boomerang sword. 
 
    Both Yato’s gauntleted blades were already drawn as they approached together, a focused look on her face. The two stopped behind a rock formation in what was once the courtyard of the shrine, where they paused for a moment.  
 
    There was always the option of unleashing his demons, but this wasn’t something that was tested enough for Danzen to want to attempt it now. Perhaps if he had had more practice tries he would have gone for it, his hellspawns able to add much-needed confusion and terror, but as it stood, and with the chance that Jinkai, the leader of Penumbra, was there, Danzen decided to keep this trick up his sleeve for the time being. 
 
    Both of them heard some chatter; Yato peeked around the edge of the rock and returned, indicating to Danzen that someone was coming their way. 
 
    As soon as the man stepped past them, Danzen sprang into action, his hand going over his mouth as he slit his throat and dragged him straight to the ground. Yato crouched as well, sending her gauntleted blades across the bottom of the man’s robes, through his femoral arteries for safe measure while Danzen maintained a grip over his mouth. It was overkill, but was important they took out the first one just in case he alerted the others. 
 
    Shadows surged up along the man’s arms, but they quickly dissipated as his life left his body, the man’s head sinking forward. 
 
    Once he was sure that the clansman was dead, Danzen moved back to his feet. There would be no way to cover the blood on the ground, so he simply propped the man up against the nearest rock. 
 
    The assassinated clansman had been quite lean, maybe somewhere in his thirties. Branded along the side of his neck was Penumbra’s symbol, something Danzen hadn’t seen this particular clan of assassins do before. He would have noticed it a few years back, and it told him once again that the organization was alive and well, and perhaps thriving. 
 
    Danzen and Yato exchanged glances. 
 
    There wasn’t anything very complicated about their plan. Danzen thought it would be best for him to reach the shrine itself, so he could use the rooftop as a vantage point to spring down on enemies, Yato’s role being one of providing backup and additional support. 
 
    As they came out, he would pick them off, and she would pick off the remains. A simple, yet time-tested strategy. 
 
    After offering her a truncated nod, Danzen quickly moved toward the shrine, and from there to the roof, the former assassin able to hunch low at the edge of the roof just as another clansman came out of the shrine. 
 
    A brief flash of gray movement told Danzen that Yato had ducked behind another rock in the courtyard, and from his current location he could see the whites of her eyes, a rock in her hand. Once the man turned his head to the right, Yato tossed the rock to the left-hand side of the courtyard, which would put the clansman who had stepped out of the shrine out of view from the entrance. Hearing the commotion, their target turned toward it and moved to investigate the sound.  
 
    Danzen withdrew Astra from its scabbard and waited. It was a bit of a strange angle to utilize his boomerang sword, but he knew it would work.  
 
    He had killed someone in this way before. 
 
    Svicckt! 
 
    Astra broke through the crown of the man’s skull, and out the bottom of his chin, a testament to its sharpness. Yet another flash; Danzen saw Yato swoop in to finish the job, just as his blood-drenched boomerang sword was returning to his grip. 
 
    There had been a little more noise than necessary, the man making a wispy yelping sound before Yato could finish him. Two down, and five or six more to go were better odds for them, but he would have to act quickly if someone inside heard the commotion.  
 
    Danzen waited, Yato once again hidden from view. 
 
    “I’ll check it out,” called out a man below him. He exited the shrine and turned in the opposite direction, looking toward the gully Danzen had come from. A shadow grew from his forearm, and he used it to slice through one of the stone structures, testing his power or simply bored. Someone inside yelled for him to stop messing around and he whipped at the rock again in agitation. 
 
    The Penumbra assassin looked as if he was about to go back inside, but then he paused, noticing something about twenty feet away from him, a trail of blood from the first man that Danzen and Yato had killed. 
 
    Danzen dropped immediately, using Nomin’s short sword to hook the man under his collarbone, his left hand coming over his mouth. He broke the assassin’s neck and pulled him off to the side, where he clamped down on him long enough to make sure that he was dead. He then dragged the body behind another stone, one with carved characters still visible on it, its north side weather-beaten. 
 
    As he prepared to return to his perch on the rooftop, Danzen caught Yato staring at him, a mixture of both admiration and fear in her eyes. No time to offer her a curt nod, he quickly leaped to the rooftop just as two men emerged from the front entrance of the shrine, filtered bits of shadow hanging from their forearms, the assassins clearly aware that something was awry. 
 
    The two men separated, one heading toward the north, the other toward the south, where Yato was. He didn’t need to make eye contact with her for the young assassin to know what to do, but as he watched his prey beneath him, a new unexpected feeling came to Danzen, one of worry. 
 
    What if the clansman overpowered Yato before Danzen could get there? He needed to move quickly. 
 
    Once the clansman he was stalking was out of view of the other, Danzen dropped down behind him and quickly ran Astra through his chest, once again breaking his neck to end it quickly. He didn’t wait to confirm that the man was dead before he jumped back to the rooftop and bolted to the other side of the shrine, where he spotted the other Penumbra assassin, just about to come upon Yato. 
 
    Danzen could have sent Astra forward at this point, but he stopped himself at the last moment, assuming that Yato would like a shot before he intervened. He turned out to be right, the young assassin springing into action just as the man came upon her, driving both her gauntleted blades into his chest as she slammed into him. She jumped backward, the man pushed back to his feet by his own shadows, and dead by the time Astra bloomed from the front of his throat. 
 
    Astra returned to Danzen’s grip in a matter of seconds, and with five of their opponents down, there were only a couple left for them to handle. He still hadn’t seen Jinkai, but there was always the chance that he would have to actually face off against a powerful opponent, even if it didn’t seem to be the way that this would go. 
 
    It took a few minutes, but eventually two other men came out of the front of the shrine, both spotting blood at the same time. Danzen dropped down between them and with one fluid motion decapitated both Penumbra clansmen, back on the roof before their bodies could fall to the stone. 
 
    He waited. 
 
    Yato crept up to the entrance of the shrine, and gave Danzen the signal that she was going to enter. Once again, he felt a quiver of hesitation in his chest, but she was capable, she’d already been Thane’s student, and even if Danzen truly felt the urge to shepherd her, Yato knew what she was doing. 
 
    She entered the shrine, and as she did Danzen slowly lowered to the ground as well, just about to slip in himself when she joined him again. 
 
    “It’s clear,” she said, a bit breathless, clearly being affected by the adrenaline coursing through her. “The other member must have already died and been buried around here.”  
 
    Danzen felt a bit of cold air reach him, which made sense considering the thick walls of the stone shrine. He was just about to go inside himself when he sensed something behind him.  
 
    He swiveled around to find his half-brother, Nomtoi, just a few feet away from Danzen and Yato in his white robes, his red hair combed back, the smile on his face barely able to hide the rage he felt in seeing Danzen. 
 
    “Get behind me,” Danzen told Yato. 
 
    “Who…?”  
 
    “Get behind me.” 
 
    Nomtoi raised both of his hands, paused for a moment, and began to slowly clap. “You clean up nicely, for a mortal.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The bodies of the Penumbra clansmen were all dragged toward Nomtoi, as if they had invisible nooses around their necks. Some moved over rocks, and the ones who had been decapitated came down the steps of the shrine, their heads rolling after them. They all stopped at Nomtoi’s feet as he continued to look his brother over. 
 
    “I have a theory,” Nomtoi said, his knuckles visible as he squeezed his fists. “I have a theory that our father would prefer that I take his throne, and that you are secretly trying to work against my efforts, to show him that you can grow strong enough to do an adequate job at ruling Diyu. Of course, you, a mutt if there ever was one, would have no idea what to do if the throne were given to you, and our father knows that. He’s just testing me.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t say anything. There was no point in refuting his brother’s logic; Nomtoi had clearly skewed things in his head. 
 
    “You see, he doesn’t want me challenging you, but I would be a fool to let you grow stronger. Not that you would ever, in Diyu or in your world, be able to stop me if I wanted to kill you. It simply isn’t in your blood. Your mother was a whore, and you have her whore blood wasting away in your veins, diluting the goodness of our father. You’re despicable; it’s no wonder that so many people want you dead. Yet you think you are capable of change, that by doing something as useless as bending your echo, that you will be able to overcome all of this. But you can’t overcome your past, and you can’t stop the inevitable. I am the inevitable.” 
 
    “You can have the throne. I don’t want it.” 
 
    “It is not your throne to give me, you fool. It already practically belongs to me, and soon, Father will understand that. He loves me, you know. I am his favorite son,” Nomtoi said, his voice cracking, “and you are hiding behind him, afraid to face me!” 
 
    Danzen placed his hand on Astra’s grip, his thumb popping it out of its scabbard. 
 
    “I find it flattering that you would even consider trying to challenge me. Maybe there is some demon blood in you after all.” Danzen saw Kudzu about fifty yards behind Nomtoi, the white fox low to the ground, Bawa next to her. He wanted to yell for her to stay back, but he didn’t want to alert Nomtoi to her presence, to give him another target. “I’m not going to give you the pleasure of losing, not yet. After all, we don’t want Father to see just how weak you are. I’d rather you grow just a bit stronger, and bend your useless echo to the point that you can actually provide a fair challenge to me. For now, I’ll leave you with this.” 
 
    The Penumbra corpses that had congregated around Nomtoi slowly got to their feet, their faces morphing as horns pressed out of the fronts of their skulls, their jaws dropping, eyes enlarging and turning red. It was as if thousands of worms were moving beneath their skin, all of them convulsing as claws sprouted from their hands. The two headless bodies had been repaired in this process, veins acting as stitching as their faces formed from hardened scabs, their necks bent off to the side. 
 
    “Enjoy,” Nomtoi said as he stepped out of reality as if he had slipped behind a curtain. “I’ll visit you again soon.” 
 
    Danzen sent Astra forward and went for his Blade of Darkness, barely able to stop an onslaught of shadows, the darkened tip of his weapon repelling all of them at once. 
 
    The assassins Nomtoi had summoned were still able to use their shadow abilities, which only made it that much harder to kill them. And for that matter, could he even kill them? Were they like his demons? Or were they something else entirely? 
 
    Astra returned to his hand, blackened blood on its tip. Danzen sent it forward again just as Yato stepped around him, the young assassin seemingly fearless. But she didn’t know what she was up against, and as he blocked the next incoming shadow using his glaive, Danzen shouted out to her. “Stay back!” 
 
    He bolted forward just as she slipped behind a rock, the top of which was cut in half by a shadowy blade. His Blade of Darkness in his left hand, his boomerang sword in his right, Danzen spun into the first clansman that met him and he cut him down.  
 
    He realized then that the only way to do this would be through speed; with this many opponents in one place, it would be easy for him to be overwhelmed. Kicking off one of the crumbled stone statues, Danzen jumped behind the group and sent Astra into the back of one of the assassins. He used his glaive to lift one of the men and slammed him onto the ground, which would have killed a mortal. 
 
    Back in the air, Astra once again in his hand, Danzen used a variety of the rock structures as springboards as he swept his Blade of Darkness and all the shadows it could gather across the tops of the assassins’ heads, able to cut a chunk off one of them, and a horn off another. This disoriented the group, who didn’t seem to operate with the same intelligence they would have in their human forms. Danzen wondered what his brother had done to them, and if he merely animated the Penumbra assassins with demon blood, meaning they were as mindless as Danzen’s hellspawns. 
 
    Deciding to address them as such, he landed a few feet away from the clansmen and returned Astra to its scabbard, Danzen with both hands on his Blade of Darkness as he met his first opponent, the man wielding shadow whips. There was no time to get used to fighting this way, the tip of his weapon never meeting the man’s accoutrements; rather, the shadows of their weapons clashed a few feet in front of them, adding a slight delay to the combat. 
 
    He saw Yato on the periphery, one of the Penumbra assassins going for her. Quick on her feet, she dodged a shadowy strike and charged into him, both gauntleted blades drawn, her eyes closed for just a second as she tore through his body. Rather than leave it at that, she dropped down onto him and quickly went for a common kill zone before moving on. 
 
    A quick head count—a very rudimentary one considering he was actively engaging an opponent—told Danzen that there were still four left.  
 
    Increasingly doable. 
 
    The next shadow that came at him grew in size as Danzen cut through it, a tendril of it slicing through the end of his robe, dangerously close to his wrist. In a quick draw action, he once again utilized Astra for its range, his sword hitting its mark and practically thrumming by the time it reached his hand again, Astra thirsty for more. 
 
    Zipping around some of the rock formations, Danzen moved in a zigzag pattern avoiding shadowy blades that came at him rapidfire, leaving marks in the soil and across the jagged rocks. As he had done earlier, he cut down two opponents with one blow, the final Penumbra clansman brought down by Yato just as he was forming a drill-shaped shadow tendril to send in Danzen’s direction. 
 
    Back to back now, Danzen and Yato waited for the assassins to come alive again; they also waited for Nomtoi to appear, and perhaps engage them. But this never happened; it was when Bawa and Kudzu came to them, that Danzen finally relaxed his guard. 
 
    “That was intense,” Kudzu said, the white fox breathing more heavily than Danzen was. 
 
    He nodded, still not ready to put his weapon away. 
 
    “I’ll grab our things,” said Yato. 
 
    “Yes, I’ll lead you to them,” Bawa told her. “With a weapon like that, you should be able to get to the remnant inside the shrine,” the fox said, his eyes falling to Danzen’s Blade of Darkness. Once Danzen didn’t respond, Bawa motioned for Yato to follow him. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Kudzu asked him. 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “I think your brother is scared of you.” 
 
    Danzen glanced down at her. “You do?” 
 
    “I do, and he should be. You’ll kill him one day,” she said, a proud look in her eyes. 
 
    Danzen couldn’t hide the grim look that slowly moved over his face. “That may not be possible.” 
 
    “It will be, once you grow stronger. Let’s get this remnant, and get out of here.”

  

 
   
    Part Seven 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chipping away at the statue in the center of the shrine turned out to be a delicate affair, Bawa the fox instructing Danzen where to cut, the former assassin using the shadow of his Blade of Darkness with extreme precision. He never thought of using it in this way before, and it was strange to see it slice through stone as if it were warm bread. 
 
    As he continued his delicate work, Kudzu and Yato collected talismans from the bodies outside, all of the men wearing them to enhance their shadow abilities. While Danzen worked, he thought of Jinkai, and wished he had had a moment to ask one of the assassins whether the older master was still alive. If he was, Danzen had just added a new name to the list of people that wanted him dead. 
 
    “Careful…” Bawa said as they grew closer to the base of the statue.  
 
    For the last thirty minutes Danzen had been taking thin slices off the top, and as he moved it through this time, he noticed just a bit of friction in the extension of his blade. Once his cut was finished, he sheathed his weapon and lifted the slab of stone which he placed with the others. He returned to find the top of a large metal case, about three feet long and two and a half feet wide. 
 
    It took a little finagling, but eventually, Danzen was able to lift the modest metal case out of the statue’s pedestal. He brought it outside of the shrine so they could utilize the light that was left, Yato and Kudzu joining him as soon as they saw Danzen with the large object. 
 
    “I told you it was in there,” said Bawa, the smaller fox now seated near a stone pillar, a proud look on his face.  
 
    As the yokai had promised, the remnant was much larger than the first one they had found, and it was heavy as well, easily fifty pounds. Danzen carefully took it out of the iron crate, noticing how it pulled at the energy within him, and for a moment he felt weak in the knees, like he wasn’t going to be able to carry it. There was no way it was going to fit in the bag Menya had given them. 
 
    “How long would it take us to get to the nunnery from here?” Kudzu asked Bawa as she glanced back to the setting sun, which was now an orb on the horizon half-purple and half-pink, surrounded by a pair of smoky blue clouds. 
 
    “It really depends on how fast you travel. If we left now, and we didn’t stop for anything, we would arrive around midnight.” 
 
    “Is it safe?” 
 
    “Normally, yes, but one of you is going to have to carry that remnant, and I’m guessing it will be you,” Bawa told Danzen, “which could leave us prone to an ambush. There are other things in these mountains, and a remnant such as that, especially when it starts to glow once the sun sets, will likely attract attention. The best time to go would be during the day.” 
 
    “We can’t stay here,” Kudzu said, a mask of horror coming across her face. “This place is way too…” 
 
    “Creepy?” Yato asked. 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “No, we cannot, unless we want ghosts whispering in our ears through the night,” Bawa said with a nervous chuckle. “Not to worry. I know of a place that we should be able to reach, an abandoned hermitage. The hermit that used to live there expired a couple months ago. There should still be supplies unless other yokai have found them, but I seriously doubt that. It is well-hidden.” 
 
    “We will go there,” Danzen said, “and we will set out for the nunnery in the morning.” 
 
    “And I will join you, at least until you reach the nunnery. That is as far as I go.” 
 
    “You don’t like the nuns?” Yato asked him. 
 
    “No, nothing like that. I just prefer to keep to the mountains. Gather your things and follow me. If we hurry, we will get there with plenty of sunshine still left, and can make a fire for the night.” Bawa looked up at the sky. “We will have to go through a few darker areas because of the rocks, but just follow my tail.” 
 
    They set off, Danzen carrying the fifty-pound remnant with both hands. He eventually switched it to his shoulder after giving his Blade of Darkness to Yato. To make it easier to transport, he kept the remnant in its iron box, which would have eliminated the chance of the remnant glowing at night. Danzen had never seen a remnant do anything like this before, but it could very well have been possible with a piece of this size. 
 
    Back through a gorge they went, the tops of the rocks casting enough shadow onto the ground that it became crucial for them to keep an eye on Bawa, his bouncing tail leading the way, and sometimes changing color. Danzen didn’t know the significance of the colors, but he appreciated the guidance, and for some reason it made him feel slightly relaxed, the fox’s tail occasionally changing colors as they continued on their journey. 
 
    Everything was a dark shade of blue once they arrived at a rocky gulch, Danzen starting to notice the effect of carrying the iron box for so long. He still had plenty of energy left, but he was glad when they reached a mountain pass and paused for a moment, Bawa going ahead to make sure that the path was still viable. “Sometimes things change,” was his only reasoning for doing so. 
 
    But it turned out things hadn’t changed, even with some of the snow melt, what little there was this far out. They hugged the side of a cliff that wrapped up a spire-like peak, where they eventually found a cave at the top with a good amount of space in front of it. The hermitage would have been more pleasant had it not been for the dead body seated by what was once a fire, much of the man’s flesh missing, and that which was left simply dry.  
 
    A sky burial. 
 
    Danzen had encountered these in the south. They said that your level of iniquity in life played a part in how thoroughly you were consumed by the wildlife, Danzen recalling that he had come across several bloated bodies that the animals didn’t seem to want any part of. This wasn’t the same for the hermit, who was likely already thin to begin with. And even though there was something tranquil about it, the visual still caused Kudzu to gasp. 
 
    “I probably should have warned you,” Bawa said. 
 
    “Probably? You didn’t say he would be seated out here like…” Kudzu turned into the cave, her tail held high, clearly annoyed at the other yokai. By the time Danzen began to move the body, Kudzu returned to let them know that the hermit had plenty of supplies that hadn’t been touched, and were still good. 
 
    “What ate him?” Yato asked as she continued to examine the body. 
 
    “Likely a number of things,” Bawa told her. 
 
    The large remnant now resting at the mouth of the cave, Danzen took the body down to the next ledge he could find, so Kudzu didn’t have to see it any longer. This required him to jump out onto a rock, and from there onto a hoodoo with a very small space at the top, but eventually he found a peaceful and quiet place to set the hermit. Danzen did so, and quickly returned to the others. 
 
    By this point, Yato had gathered supplies for a fire, which she’d started, Bawa and Kudzu sitting near it to warm themselves. It was starting to grow colder, something Danzen had noticed in their climb to the top, even with the energy he was exerting by carrying the remnant. 
 
    They ended up eating a type of flower that hermits sometimes enjoyed, which they mixed with water from a gourd they found, likely one that was once filled with snow. They cooked these into hardened pancakes, and while they were filling enough, Danzen found himself craving meat. 
 
    The sky seemed to change color this high up, greenish streaks moving across it as more stars appeared, the temperature continuing to plummet. The others soon fell asleep, but Danzen remained awake, always on guard, always ready. 
 
    As he stoked the fire, Danzen thought about his misguided half-brother, and the threat he posed to his livelihood. It was sad to think that he would not be able to reach Nomtoi in a way that let him know that Danzen was genuine, that he wasn’t the least bit interested in his father’s throne. Maybe that was because there was a sliver of him, albeit small, that was interested in using his father’s power for good. Danzen hadn’t given much thought to this voice, but it was there, and it was another option aside from scouring the land for remnants. 
 
    Time would tell how it all played out, and unfortunately, the odds of Nomtoi tipping the scale were much higher than not. Danzen didn’t sleep that night; nonetheless, he felt rested in the morning as the others came awake. He was ready to return to the nunnery. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The trip to the monastery the next day wasn’t as difficult as Danzen assumed it would be. The path that Bawa had scouted out was relatively smooth, and it was clear that the fox had an understanding of the mountains that came with experience in the region. 
 
    As they walked, Danzen at the back of the group, the question of Jelmay came up, Kudzu begrudgingly admitting that they should probably go to Odval to find him if he hadn’t returned. 
 
    “I still don’t know why we keep him around,” she said, the hint of a smile on her face. “But he’s better than Usagi. Hopefully,” she told Yato, “you will never have the displeasure of meeting Usagi.” 
 
    “I can second that,” Bawa added. “He’s one of the reasons I don’t want to go back to your valley.” 
 
    “He’s easy enough to avoid,” said Kudzu. “I only encountered him in the last few months, and I’ve lived there my entire life.” 
 
    “You might not have encountered him, but I’m sure that he knew at least a little something about you. That’s what he does, you know. Not only does he trade in favors, but he also trades in information. He is well-connected.” 
 
    This statement made Danzen wonder if there was anything that Usagi knew that could threaten his well-being. He supposed that the rabbit could tell more people of the nature of his blood, but what good would that really do? And even if the news got around to the humans that lived in the valley, it didn’t mean any of them would act upon it. There were always rumors, but still, Danzen thought about this deeply as they continued on their way. Was there something else that Usagi knew? And if he did know something, what kind of damage would the jade rabbit be able to do with this knowledge? 
 
    Rain clouds slowly swirled into shape, a darkness spreading across them as thunder started up. Her ears flitted back, Kudzu looked up at the sky, the white fox not able to hide the worry on her face. The first bolt of lightning made her jump, and for a moment Danzen nearly went through the motions of setting the remnant down and going for his weapon, fearing that something like a sugawara was engaging them. 
 
    He dropped this notion once he saw that they were in the clear, that it truly was just a bolt of lightning. 
 
    “It may seem a little frightening, but I wouldn’t expect much,” Bawa told them. “We locals consider the weather patterns in these mountains all bark and no bite. It rarely rains even if it looks like it’s going to rain, and the sky will thunder and spit lightning, but the only damage it is able to do is start a fire, and there hasn’t been one of those in quite some time. The humans may eventually prevent them completely if they continue to tear away at forests. As you may have noticed, the plains not far from the nunnery are exceptionally dry.” 
 
    “You could always move to Genshin Valley…” Kudzu suggested. “We have more rain than we know what to do with. That’s one reason we came here, to escape the humidity.” 
 
    “I despise humidity, and I like the dry weather,” Bawa told her. “There’s always something crisper about the air here, and if you know where to look, it’s generally easy to find shelter and other things.” 
 
    “Well, the offer is always on the table.” 
 
    They came to a point where they could see the nunnery, which was where Bawa stopped, the fox sitting, his tail lightly tapping into the ground, the end of it now a deep shade of turquoise. They bid farewell to the yokai, and he showed Kudzu a way to call him if they ever returned to the outer regions through making a sound Danzen was unable to replicate. 
 
    “I wish you luck, and when you do return, if that is indeed your prerogative, I can show you where some of the other remnants are. There’s a lot that hasn’t been explored here, and believe it or not, there are pockets of civilization here that people in the Kishu Kingdom know nothing about.” 
 
    “I’m sure there is,” Kudzu told him. 
 
    Danzen was glad to reach the monastery, and as he did nuns fanned toward them, assisting with some of their items, all except for the smaller remnant still in its leather bag, and the iron case. A nun with a cleft lip led Danzen to a study in one of the main buildings, where Menya was seated at a table copying something from a brittle scroll. 
 
    “You have returned,” she said, her eyes smiling at them as Danzen placed the remnants on the table. “They are larger than I expected they would be.” 
 
    “They weren’t easy to get either,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “I would think not, otherwise someone else would have retrieved them by now.” Menya stood, and as she did, a nun came in from the other room and collected her things for her. She quickly led Danzen and his companions to the room where they kept the remnants, the one that was in a well-protected basement. 
 
    “It will be safe here,” she said after Danzen set the iron crate down again, Yato placing the leather bag with the remnant on top of it. “We will get a pedestal made.” 
 
    “I have this one as well,” he said as he placed his hand over the remnant he’d kept in his pocket, the one he had taken from Shimaru’s eye socket. 
 
    “Hold onto that one,” Menya said. “The smaller ones won’t help us as much unless we collected a good many.” 
 
    “Any word from Jelmay?” Kudzu asked. “We thought he would be back by now.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, last I heard he was in Odval. Perhaps you will find him there.” 
 
    “Why do I not like the sound of that?” Kudzu groaned. “I suppose we should eat a proper meal before we set out. Listen to me. I practically sound like the bakeneko.” 
 
    “It would be nice to get cleaned up,” Yato said. “And of course, a meal.” 
 
    “I agree,” Menya told the three of them. “Get cleaned up and rest for a bit. There’s no rush to get to Odval. I will have some meals prepared in the meantime, and you can set out. Did you have any other plans at the nunnery? Were you wishing to stay longer?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Danzen told her. “A part of me wants to get back to Genshin Valley, to ask my mother, and if not her, Abbot Monpo of the fox shrine, what we should do with these remnants, and if this is even a worthwhile endeavor in the first place.” 
 
    “Why would it not be a worthwhile endeavor?” Menya asked. “Wasn’t your intention to rebuild Sunyata? You know, that’s why I was in the library when you found me. There are enough old scrolls tucked away here that I can’t say for certain that crucial information isn’t written down somewhere. I’m slowly making my way through them, but if you did stay here, perhaps I would find something.” 
 
    “Maybe we should escort Shodren back here to help,” Kudzu suggested. “Two eyes are better than one, right?” 
 
    Menya lowered her chin, her eyes dropping to the ground. “You are certainly right. But I like to think that perhaps I may have a breakthrough with continued effort. Perhaps that would be a reason for you to return to Genshin Valley; your mother’s presence is greatly missed here, but ultimately, it is her choice.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. “Before we do anything, we should probably make sure Jelmay is all right.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The shift in the landscape was something Danzen knew to expect going from the nunnery to the outer village of Odval. The cerulean sky overhead didn’t seem as close as it had been in the mountains, and it was certainly warmer, both Yato and Danzen rolling up the sleeves of their robes and revealing their gauntleted blades.  
 
    Danzen had found wrapping his forearms with cloth helped reduce the strain of wearing the weapons to the point that he generally forgot that he had them on in the first place. While he still had his baggage with him, including his armor, field diary, and other items, it felt much lighter traveling without the remnants. He felt more agile than normal, and he had to remind himself several times to not let this translate into his pace, especially with Kudzu in her human form, and Yato not able to travel at the same speed as Danzen when he was feeling motivated. 
 
    It turned out to be a leisurely walk, one that he enjoyed, and since it was close to dusk by the time they reached the village limits, they decided to stop at the same inn they stayed at last time, the one run by Oiwa and Yudono. What followed was a brief conversation about their son, Shimaru, and how he was faring at the nunnery. While Oiwa didn’t say as much, Danzen felt a bit of shame for not bringing a message or something of the sort from her son.  
 
    It really hadn’t crossed his mind. 
 
    The couple offered to comp the room, but Danzen had enough kip to cover it for the night, and he figured they would have more once they located Jelmay.  
 
    “And you haven’t heard anything about him?” Kudzu asked one last time before they went to their room. 
 
    Oiwa shook her head. “I didn’t even know your friend was in town. He didn’t stop by here.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s not in town,” said Kudzu once they reach their room. “I wouldn’t put it past him to go on a gambling spree to Arsi or even Sainshand. There’s really no telling.” 
 
    “At least we know where to look for him,” Yato said. 
 
    “That’s true, if he is in the village, he won’t be hard to find, not as rambunctious as he was.” 
 
    The three had been given the room where Danzen and Yato had first bent their echoes together, and since there were only two available beds, Danzen assumed he would find a spot on the floor. Looking to travel lightly, they left much of their things behind, Danzen securing his Blade of Darkness on a weapons rack near the door, and hanging his gauntleted blades from it as well. 
 
    They reached the other side of Odval, where they headed into the Golden Knuckle, the same tavern where they first sought the local warlord named Toku. The bartender recognized them, and rather than say anything, he simply motioned them to the back room, which opened up into a large, two-story space filled with people enjoying themselves. There was a hint of electricity to the air, at odds with how quiet it had been in the tavern just on the other side. 
 
    “I don’t know why Jelmay comes to places like this,” Kudzu said as they began to make their way through the crowd, Danzen never sure what to expect with the bakeneko. He could be in his nondescript human form, or he could have taken the form of someone else.  
 
    There really was no telling. 
 
    The majority of the crowd seemed to be hovering in the furthest corner, which was exactly where Danzen went, assuming that they were huddled around Jelmay who may have been gambling for well over forty-eight hours straight for all he knew. Seated around a table were several individuals, a couple with hoods on their heads to conceal their faces. There was a partition up to prevent bone dice from going too far, and as they approached, one of the women made her roll. 
 
    The crowd sighed in unison when the dice landed on what Danzen assumed was an unexpected number. One of the men standing near the back stormed off. 
 
    “Jelmay,” Kudzu said aloud, which garnered a few glares from the crowd as they wondered who dared interrupt their game. This didn’t stop Kudzu from trying again. “Jelmay, it’s us. Time to go, Jelmay.” 
 
    “I don’t think he’s here,” Yato finally said. She looked up at the rafters, where there were more people gathered. “Maybe he’s up there.” 
 
    “Or maybe he has a private game going somewhere. Wasn’t Toku’s place next door? Perhaps we should head there.” Kudzu turned, and as she did she tilted her head just a little, the look on her face telling Danzen that she saw something that was out of the ordinary. 
 
    A thick mist suddenly spread through the back room, Danzen turning just in time to see a cloaked figure with straw draped over their shoulders, the mist coming from their open palms. The crowd swelled around Danzen, Kudzu, and Yato. The smog now thick to the point where Danzen could no longer see, his first instinct was to close his eyes, to navigate his environment that way. 
 
    But there was something else about the smog, something that was making him feel weaker and weaker by the second. 
 
    He took a staggering step forward, and shot his arm out, reaching for Kudzu. Instead, Danzen went straight through a table, paralyzed as a swath of fabric was soon placed over his head, and his body was quickly dragged away, Danzen trying desperately to understand what was happening and failing.  
 
    More terrified screams, the sound of glass breaking all around him, a flash of demonic faces across his mind’s eye—it was the last thing he would remember for a while.

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A decade had passed since Danzen had encountered the hermit woman known as the Witch of Diyu. With her home high in the mountains outside of Sainshand, and an agreement with the Brotherhood that they could call upon her services, the Witch simply picked up a contract from time to time, the woman miserly enough with her funds to make them spread for several seasons before she sought out another mark, or accepted one of the ones that was offered to her from the Brotherhood. 
 
    All of this passed through Danzen’s mind as darkness swelled around him, his last encounter with her coming to him in a bewildering flash. The Witch of Diyu wore a cloak with an additional layer of straw over her shoulders, the woman similar to Danzen in that she always had a hood over her head. She hadn’t bent her echo, but she had dedicated her life to understanding poisons, and crafting a mask for herself that would prevent her from suffering from a gas attack. 
 
    Even as everything dimmed, and Danzen was dragged somewhere by someone, he now understood, in that very brief flash of consciousness, who had been coming in his direction back at the tavern, smoke billowing out of the palms of her hands. He also knew that everyone in that room was likely dead, that the Witch of Diyu was well known for her collateral damage, which was one of the reasons the Brotherhood shied from requesting her assistance unless they had a truly insurmountable target. 
 
    He had never worked directly with her, but he had seen a demonstration of her power, the aftermath of a wedding ceremony marred by over fifty dead bodies. Danzen was in Arsi at the time of her attack, Soko at his side, both crouched in the shadows as those who discovered the calamity openly wept beneath them. The Witch of Diyu enjoyed seeing her handiwork; Danzen remembered spotting the crone on an opposite rooftop, the woman perched, hood over her head, a mask on her face as she watched the riverside city slowly come awake to the tragedy. 
 
    The Witch knew Danzen and Soko were watching her, so she waved them over by lifting one hand and curling her long, claw-like fingernails, which he would later learn were prosthetics. 
 
    “Up to you,” Soko had told him. 
 
    “I’ve never spoken to her before.” 
 
    “I have, once.” 
 
    Skipping from rooftop to rooftop, Danzen and Soko made their way around a square and over to the Witch of Diyu. This was right at the start of Soko’s deep abuse of remnants, and she still had full usage of her legs. Her face was only starting to turn pale, a few light-blue veins appearing around her eyes. 
 
    “You’re late,” the Witch of Diyu said, her voice a crackled whisper that Danzen knew likely matched whatever scarred face she had under her mask. 
 
    “This wasn’t our assignment,” Soko said, defiant as ever. “What kind of poison did you use?” 
 
    “If you want my recipes, steal them from my hermitage on your own time. See what happens if you try.” 
 
    “We don’t need your recipes.” 
 
    “Young assassins always are so sure of themselves.” 
 
    “We’re not young,” Soko told her.  
 
    She wasn’t far off in this statement. At this point, they had just reached their thirties, and the two had been at it for a decade. This put Danzen and Soko around the prime age of the most successful assassins. 
 
    “Young enough to come this close to me, and foolish enough to expect that there is anything stopping me from killing the two of you.” The Witch of Diyu still hadn’t looked directly at them; she remained crouched, not at all worried about their presence behind her, even as Soko began to slowly draw her blackened blade. 
 
    “You are bold,” she told Soko, “but he is stronger. Dare I detect something unique about you?” 
 
    Danzen exchanged glances with Soko, who now had her blackened blade at the ready. He could read the look on her face, and knew that she was daring the hermit woman to say or do something that would force Soko to act. 
 
    “I spent many years in meditation,” the Witch of Diyu began, “where I mastered my senses, including my sense of smell. Yes, there is something different about you,” she told Danzen, her back to him, “and if you keep abusing remnants, you will change as well,” she said, referring to Soko. “Perhaps for the better, perhaps for the worst. It is not for me to say.” 
 
    There was a scream below as one of the people who had discovered the bodies fell to his knees, foam bubbling out of his mouth before he collided with an oversized ceramic vase. 
 
    “Ah, the aftereffect takes hold,” the Witch said, delighted. “It is a very unique poison, this one. It kills immediately, then lies dormant, only to kill again.” 
 
    “How many will die?” Soko asked.  
 
    Neither Soko nor Danzen exhibited any remorse for what was happening, both of them with enough kills under their belts to look at civilian life differently. Had Danzen witnessed the scene now, after he had fully moved into the role of Pilgrim, this would have played out differently. He would have been the one to drive his sword to the back of the Witch of Diyu’s neck, matching her brutality, preventing a future poisoning. 
 
    But at the time, he merely stood back while Soko approached the older woman and dropped down next to her after she returned her weapon to its scabbard.  
 
    “Fascinating,” she said. 
 
    “It is, isn’t it?” the Witch asked, a hint of pleasure in her voice at Soko’s remark. “The speed at which poison depletes someone of their life is a beautiful thing to behold. Some like seeing a rose bloom; I like seeing it wilt. Call me old-fashioned in that regard.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen came awake with a gasp. There was a blindfold covering his eyes, and his hands and legs were bound. These were no ordinary binds, and he realized after a few more seconds that not only was he cuffed, but the cuffs actually covered his hands entirely, that the metal was cold, reminiscent of a steel crafted with a Sunyata remnant. 
 
    Movement caused the thick chains attaching his wrists to his ankles to clatter against a hard floor, Danzen realizing he was on his knees, and also latched to some sort of stone pedestal. He had been thinking of the Witch of Diyu because he had seen her back at the tavern. Now that he’d relived the memory, he couldn’t tell how much of what had actually happened was true, at least not in his current state, his mind hazy, drool dripping from his lips. 
 
    “Pilgrim?”  
 
    The voice belonged to someone familiar, but Danzen didn’t recognize it at first, something off about his hearing, as if he were listening through a bamboo straw and his other eardrum had been destroyed.  
 
    “I knew they couldn’t bring you down for good…” 
 
    “Ugh…” Danzen tried to form words, but his lips were numb, his tongue loose. His next instinct was to attempt to pull himself off the ground, but try as he might, he was unable to gain any leverage, his muscles feeling weak, his head cloudy. 
 
    He tried again once the thought of Kudzu and Yato came to him, Danzen desperate to free himself and discover their fates, all to no avail. The voice picked back up again, and once he stopped struggling, he recognized it as belonging to Jelmay. 
 
    “I don’t know where we are,” the bakeneko said, “I’ve had my eyes covered for… I don’t know how long… been down here for… feels like days. I tried to morph the shape of my face, but they simply put a tweed sack over my head. Before you ask, this isn’t because of me; this doesn’t have anything to do with some gambling debt or anything. Listen to me, defending myself in a hostage situation… I was up, and by saying I was up I mean I was up a good… forty thousand kip? Maybe more. Definitely more. I don’t know. It doesn’t matter. This is because of you.” 
 
    “M-me…?” 
 
    “I wish I could tell you that Soko was dead and that she wasn’t working with some old hag that loves to… to poison people, but…” Jelmay swallowed hard. “Are the nuns still alive? Did they kill them all?” 
 
    “Nuns? N-no…” 
 
    “So they haven’t attacked the nunnery?” 
 
    “No, not that… I’m aware of.” 
 
    “You’re not making any sense, Pilgrim, but I get it, it’s the poison. Mine is wearing off a bit, but…” 
 
    “Poison…” 
 
    “It’s terrible. Believe me, I know,” Jelmay lamented. “If they didn’t get you at the nunnery, where did they get you?” 
 
    “Toku…” 
 
    “Are you saying you went to look for me? If so, that’s… sweet. I was wondering when you would come and rescue me.” 
 
    “Kudzu… Yato…” Danzen started to cough, and as he did vomit rose from his stomach. He spat onto the ground, the acid searing the inside of his throat as it dribbled down his chin. 
 
    “You’re going to make me vomit if you keep that up,” Jelmay said, “not that I have anything to vomit any longer. I’m so hungry… I would eat my tail if I could get to it. This place is by far the worst hotel I’ve ever stayed in. Joking, because that’s all I can do at the moment because… because… I’m terrified, Pilgrim. Pilgrim, Danzen. Are you listening to me?” 
 
    “Kudzu… Yato…” Danzen mumbled, flashes of light coming across his eyes. He tried to focus on his echo but didn’t have the strength to, the poison still overpowering him. 
 
    “Are you saying that they were with you?” 
 
    He tried to nod. 
 
    “I haven’t heard either of their voices. They’re certainly not in here, unless…” Danzen sensed Jelmay shift around as best he could. “Kudzu? Lady Pilgrim? Are you here? I don’t think they’re here.” 
 
    The next noise to come to him amidst Jelmay’s nervous chatter was the sound of a door opening and shutting, a pair of footsteps heading in his direction. 
 
    “So you’re awake.” The voice belonged to Soko, but the footsteps couldn’t possibly be hers, which told Danzen that someone had joined her, perhaps the Witch of Diyu, or Thane’s double-bladed student, Tensei. “And just in time too. Sumi has been notified, and she should be here within a day. How are you feeling, dear?” 
 
    Danzen snorted a reply. 
 
    “Good, good, so you are starting to recover,” Soko said, a note of pride in her voice. “The Witch of Diyu did well, didn’t she?” 
 
    “Kudzu… Yato…” 
 
    He heard a man make a sound with his throat, confirming to Danzen that it was likely Tensei who had joined Soko. 
 
    “I have no use for them,” she told him matter-of-factly. “Why would I keep those two alive?” 
 
    “You didn’t…” Danzen heard the sleek sound of two blades running across one another. 
 
    “Tensei here would really like to take a piece of you,” Soko told him in an almost sultry way, “but we all know that’s a bad idea. That said, there is nothing in the contract that Sumi put out regarding your yokai friend here, yet I believe we will keep him alive for just a little longer. She may find the usage of a bakeneko helpful. Of course, he probably doesn’t need his tail. What do you say, Tensei? Would a tail suffice for now, my dear student?” 
 
    “My… tail? Don’t you do it!” Jelmay hissed. “I… I have money, much more than this Sumi character has offered you. I can assure you that. Money and I can’t… please. I’m begging you. Please don’t touch me!” 
 
    “I wonder what a bakeneko tail is worth?” Soko asked as if she hadn’t heard Jelmay’s offer. “I would assume that some yokai collector would find such an item useful. What do you think?” 
 
    Danzen felt her hand on his cheek, which startled him. He jerked his head away. 
 
    “There, there, it’s just me. I’ve been here all along, you know that, you understand that.” Soko bent forward and whispered in his ear, “I’m your queen, never forget that, Danzen Ravja, my love, never forget that.” 
 
    Danzen jerked his head to the side, this time slapping his cheek against hers. The next thing he felt was her blade beneath his throat, Soko slowly raising his chin.  
 
    “Care to try that again?” 
 
    “No!” Jelmay shouted, his cry followed by the sound of an appendage being lopped off. The bakeneko screamed, Danzen tensing as he heard his friend follow this up with a whimper. Jelmay made a noise akin to a balloon being deflated, the bakeneko finally sucking up the pain, no words escaping his lips. 
 
    “Enjoy your souvenir, Tensei,” Soko said, returning her focus to Danzen. “There is still a chance for us, you know, on a different plane of existence. Sadly, there is no chance for us here, however, and Sumi will do with you what she pleases, and I will become an even richer woman. I don’t even want the kip, to be honest with you, but I do want the remnants she has promised, and for that matter, it has come to my attention that perhaps you may have some remnants as well. Where might they be? I already took the one from your front pocket…” 
 
    Danzen spat. 
 
    “I am guessing the poison is making it hard to speak. Is that the case? Should I ask her to pay you another visit, to give you something that will make you a little more talkative? Yes, that might be an option,” Soko said, her voice almost melodic. “The next several days of your life are going to be excruciating, and I want you to know, my love, I take no pleasure in watching you suffer…” 
 
    “Die, devil woman!” Jelmay cried. “And be gone with you! Once we’re out of here, Pilgrim, he will—” Jelmay was struck by Tensei, but rather than cry out this time, he started to growl. “And you… you aren’t going to like how this ends once I’m free from here! I’ll wear your guts as a belt! I’ll turn your bones into wind chimes!” Jelmay was struck again. “Argh!” 
 
    “Such idle threats,” Soko said in a coy way, “you really have decided to surround yourself with ham-fisted dabblers who have leached off of your power and fame. You realize that, right? But no matter, we will see what Sumi wants to do with him.” 
 
    “Kudzu… Yato…” Danzen said not able to hide the pain in his voice. 
 
    “The Witch will be around soon enough, and maybe by then you will tell me where those remnants are. I can start guessing, but that will result in even more deaths. I wasn’t expecting a bonus with this contract, but it appears that I have one coming to me,” Soko told him. “Come, Tensei. Let’s leave these two to their angry thoughts for the time being. How I would love to be a moth at this moment, bouncing back-and-forth in your skull cavity. What are you thinking about, my love? Are you thinking about how you want to kill me? Are you wishing that there was a way out of this? Perhaps you are starting to understand that I truly am your queen, and while it may take us a while to reunite, we were always meant to be. Get some rest, my dear. You’re going to need it.” 
 
    
**** 
 
      
 
    Jelmay fell into a spell of melancholy as soon as the two of them left, the bakeneko mourning his tail. “It won’t grow back; it doesn’t work that way,” he said. “Anything I lose in this form…” 
 
    “I’m sorry…” Danzen said.  
 
    “This is the worst thing that has ever happened to me!” 
 
    While it pained him to be so close to Soko yet not able to fight back, the conversations she had single-handedly led had given Danzen more time to recover. Whatever the Witch of Diyu had hit him with would have certainly killed a mortal man, which only made him more afraid for Kudzu’s and Yato’s lives. Even so, only Kudzu or Yato would know about the remnants at the nunnery, and the fact that Soko now knew something about them told him that they were hopefully alive. 
 
    Even with his added strength, Danzen found himself unable to move, stuck in this strange kneeling position with his eyes blindfolded. His echo had begun to return to him to some degree, and he now saw the outline of the basement, or perhaps dungeon, that they were in, the room small, Jelmay just a few feet away from them, his shoulders drooping, the bakeneko awash in pain and sadness.  
 
    Danzen could see his shackles to some degree, the style of which had clearly taken some planning. Soko had always been cunning, and if there was anyone alive that would be able to trap him, it was her. Still, there had to be a way out, even if it meant waiting until Sumi came and he did something at that point. He would be in a weakened state by then, his demon blood notwithstanding… 
 
    Perhaps it truly was time to reach out to his father, to say his name and see if Tengir Gantulga suddenly appeared. He likely would, but he would subsequently hold it over Danzen’s head, and he wasn’t ready to deal with that.  
 
    Not yet, anyway. 
 
    If the Witch of Diyu was coming, it meant that Danzen needed to act quickly, to figure out some way to break his shackles. He could go from there, locating his weapons and hopefully learning what had become of Kudzu and Yato, Danzen barely able to stomach the thought that something may have happened to them. No, he couldn’t think that way. He had to look at things in a positive light, as painful as that may be. 
 
    And he had to break free of his shackles. 
 
    But Danzen wasn’t going to be able to do so in his current position, especially in a weakened state. With this in mind, he started to examine his surroundings as best he could, the ground he was crouched upon, the space in front of him, the way his body was positioned. 
 
    Soko had thought of a way to prevent movement, but it didn’t take much blood for Danzen to summon his demons. He began to rub his knees against the ground as best he could, but his skin was covered by the fabric of his robes, which meant he would have to grind them even harder.  
 
    Danzen exerted his full force in doing so, and it eventually piqued Jelmay’s curiosity. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I need to… summon my demons.” 
 
    “What? Did you just say that you wanted to summon your demons? Pilgrim, get a hold of yourself. That’s not… something I ever thought I would hear you say. You are hallucinating. Your demons? Why would you want to summon them in an enclosed space like this? What could possibly be going through your mind?” 
 
    “Things are different now,” Danzen said as he continued to grind his knees to the ground. 
 
    “Different? How could things be different? Did something happen while you were away in the mountains?” 
 
    He grunted a response. 
 
    “What happened? Tell me. It will keep my mind off the fact that… that little bastard cut my tail off!” 
 
    “Need to… concentrate.” 
 
    “Concentrate doing what? What are you doing over there? Why is the ground rumbling?” 
 
    “I told you…” Danzen said, the fabric over his knees growing warmer. If he kept at this pace, the fabric would soon tear, but he did know how long he had until the Witch of Diyu appeared. Maybe she wouldn’t come right away, but he needed things to be set when she did, and he didn’t know if his demon blood would be strong enough to help break the chains that bound him, but there was always a chance. 
 
    “You have lost your mind. I am trapped in some kind of dungeon with a man with demon blood who has lost his mind, and whose former lover is planning to turn him over for no reason I can understand… and I am missing my tail… and I am hungry, and scared, and angry…” 
 
    Danzen felt the warmth spread from the fabric covering his knees to his flesh. Just as he did so, he heard the door open, Danzen sucking in a breath as he listened to a pair of sandaled feet step over toward him. 
 
    It was now or never.

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As soon as Danzen heard the voice, he realized it was one that he didn’t recognize. It wasn’t the Witch of Diyu, as he had expected it to be. That meant it was only one other person, Tensei, the young assassin who had trained with Yato. 
 
    “I could end this right now,” Tensei said, the man now standing before Danzen, his voice much louder than it should have been. 
 
    “Who is it? Is it…?” Jelmay started to laugh, but Tensei couldn’t hear him. Soko had removed the young man’s eardrums back in Arsi. “Are you seriously threatening Pilgrim right now? Where’s your mommy? She must be floating around somewhere, you mindless oxygen-deprived yamachichi!” 
 
    Danzen considered lunging forward, and he would have likely frightened Tensei in doing so. But he remained stationary, his exposed knee now on the stone beneath him. He needed Tensei to go for him to be able to enact his plan. 
 
    The first punch was something Danzen didn’t quite expect, and he absorbed the second one, Tensei had his fist bound in cloth as he focused on Danzen’s core rather than his face so he wouldn’t draw blood. 
 
    “And whatever you did to Yato,” Tensei said after another punch, “we will fix that. She is not yours; she is mine.” 
 
    “Are you talking about Lady Pilgrim now?” Jelmay asked as Danzen was once again struck by Tensei. “Soko took your eardrums… did she take a piece of your brain as well? You dimwit, you filthy tail thief! The man you’re punching is the one who’s going to be standing over your dead body in a matter of hours. Remember I said that.” 
 
    Tensei struck Danzen a few more times, and while his punches were strong, they were nothing Danzen hadn’t felt before. Agitated, Tensei finally let up and turned to the exit of whatever dungeon they were in, where he quickly departed. 
 
    “So she’s alive,” Danzen said as soon as Tensei was gone. “Yato is… which means Kudzu…” 
 
    “She’ll be alive if Yato is alive,” Jelmay said, his voice growing serious. “If not, we can ask your father to bring her back from Diyu. He could theoretically do something like that, right?” 
 
    “Actually…” As the pain started to leave his abdomen, Danzen explained that his father had also brought Nomin back from the grave, that this was indeed within the range of his power.  
 
    “See? I’m sure he would bring back Kudzu or Yato if you asked nicely. Well, maybe not. He seems to enjoy the little game of psychological torture he’s been playing with you.” 
 
    Danzen nodded, even though Jelmay couldn’t see him with his blindfold on.  
 
    After a few more breaths, he began focusing on his knee again, rubbing it against the ground. It wasn’t very long before he drew blood, his knee warm and wet in a matter of seconds.  
 
    “Here they come,” he warned Jelmay. “Do not be afraid.” 
 
    Relying on the power that Nomin had taught him, Danzen kept his eyes closed as portals began to open up across the room. This elicited a yelp from Jelmay, and as soon as he sensed the first demon climb out of the portal, Danzen summoned his unique power. 
 
    “Welcome,” he said, his voice suddenly raw, “I am in need of your assistance. Do not run. Do nothing until I’ve ordered you to do so.” 
 
    One of his demons turned to him, as if he were sizing Danzen up. Without a hint of hesitation in his voice, Danzen spoke again. “You will obey my command.” 
 
    There were seven demons present now, and they certainly crowded the space, Jelmay doing his best not to make any sudden movements, yet occasionally letting out a squeak when one of the demons came too close to his body. The biggest hellspawn stepped over to Danzen, his lips deformed, teeth jutting in all directions, slobber dripping from his chin as he scowled at the former assassin. 
 
    Danzen shifted his chin toward the demon, daring him to disobey.  
 
    Even in his blindfolded and prone position, he put on the air of someone in power, his shoulders pressed back, a fierce look on his blindfolded face, and soon, the demon responded. 
 
    “What is your wish, my lord?” the hellspawn asked, his voice low and rumbly. 
 
    “Cause chaos,” Danzen said. “Through that door, disrupt whatever you can.” 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    The demons were turning away from Danzen when he called out to their leader. “And one more thing.” 
 
    His hellspawn turned back to him. 
 
    “I need you to cut me.” 
 
    Danzen knew that he drew power from his injuries, and he had figured out along the way that the deeper and more severe the wound, the more power he drew. The scrape on his knee, while strong enough to summon a handful of demons, wasn’t enough. He needed something larger, especially if he planned to use his strength to free himself from the restraints that bound him. 
 
    The demon looked down at his hand, and as he did the claw on his pointer finger began to grow. He approached Danzen, whose robe was open at his chest from some of the punches he received from Tensei. 
 
    “What’s going on over there?” Jelmay asked as the demon ran his sharp claw across the front of Danzen’s pectoral muscles, opening up a deep gash. More portals appeared, and as they started to claw themselves out, Danzen felt the result of his blood, a deep power within him surging through his veins, pulsing through him. 
 
    With a grunt Danzen pulled himself from the ground, ripping the chains away. He smashed the cuffs covering his hands together and shattered them, Jelmay yelping once again. Now freed, Danzen ripped his blindfold off and stood there for a moment, hunched over, breathing heavily, somewhere between fifteen and twenty demons crammed into the small space around him. 
 
    “Go,” he bellowed. “Make them regret this day.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen broke through Jelmay’s restraints like they were made of rice paper. His demons had cleared out of the room, the dungeon with a low ceiling, a handful of candles lighting the space, making the air stuffy. It dawned on him in that moment that they were underground, and he vaguely recalled Oiwa saying something about underground passages beneath Odval. Were they still in the village? He would find out soon enough. 
 
    “By Sunyata,” Jelmay said as soon as he could see Danzen and the utter animosity he was exuding. “You look as if you’ve gone mad…” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Danzen said, his voice a bit haggard now. “Do you know where we are?” 
 
    “Underground Odval,” Jelmay said, confirming what Danzen had assumed just moments ago. The bakeneko turned and ran his paw across the space where his tail had once been. “I’m not going to say that I’ve been here before as a result of my gambling, but… I’ve been here before as a result of my gambling.” 
 
    “I see.”  
 
    “But not this time.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “This time was your fault. Just in case Kudzu asks later on.” Danzen was just turning to the exit when Jelmay placed a paw on his arm. “Are you sure you’re all right?” 
 
    “Are you?” he asked, referring to his severed tail. 
 
    “You’re asking me if I can walk, yes, I am. Am I going to miss my tail? Of course. The damn thing has been with me for quite some time, hundreds of years. It’s not unheard of for a bakeneko to have their tail cut off, prized possessions as they are, so…” Jelmay bit his lip. “I’ll be fine. If anything, my pride is hurt. Don’t worry about me. Bah. I’m guessing you’re going to deal with Soko and whoever she is with, right?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. The wound on his chest had almost stitched up fully, but it had left the front of his robes wet and stained with blood, and it would certainly result in a future scar.  
 
    “In that case, I’ll find Kudzu and Lady Pilgrim.” 
 
    “And my weapons as well, if they are around.” 
 
    “You’re going to fight them without weapons?” 
 
    Danzen glanced down at his arms, which were still wrapped in fabric from the usage of his bladed gauntlets. “This ends tonight.” 
 
    “And what about Sumi? She’s coming here, you know. Perhaps we have an angle there as well,” Jelmay suggested. 
 
    Danzen slowly nodded. “Yes, we will deal with her in due time. But first,” he looked to the door of their cell, “I’ll go right, you go left.” 
 
    There were a number of instincts Danzen had gained over his years as an assassin, and one of them was the direction of the nearest exit. When Tensei left the room, he had gone to the right, which Danzen had a hunch this would lead him directly to the young assassin, and from there Soko, and even the Witch of Diyu, if she was still around. 
 
    There really was no telling, and the calamity caused by his hellspawns had already started to reach his ears. It was time to move, and it was a matter of seconds later that Danzen was in the hallway, confirming once again that they were underground, the walls and ceiling made of dirt, small candles lighting the stone steps that led up. He could already see the results of his demons, scratches across the surfaces, strange wet spots on the stairs as he made his way to the top, a door that had been ripped off its hinges—they were certainly active. 
 
    Moonlight washed over him. 
 
    Danzen stepped out onto a scene that was almost expected, Tensei, Soko, and the Witch of Diyu all engaging his demons, only Tensei noticing that he had emerged from the underground passageway.  
 
    A rush of fresh air reached Danzen, his nostrils flaring open as he took a look around and recognized that they were on the outskirts of Odval. It was a garbage dump of sorts, the area filled with scattered debris, sharp objects, and discarded building materials. Certainly a large enough place to host the battle that was about to happen. 
 
    Disregarding Danzen’s hellspawns, Tensei advanced on him with both of his butcher blades drawn, the young man ecstatic to get the opportunity to engage a weaponless Danzen.  
 
    His first cross-body attack came in fast, Tensei wielding both blades with gusto considering his opponent was unarmed. He continued this style of cutting, hoping to catch Danzen as the former assassin dodged his attacks, Danzen now focused on a spot just a few hairs past Tensei. He knew better than to watch the blades—the moonlight reflecting off their tips could throw him off—no, it was better to take on Tensei as a whole, to gauge his movements in a calculated manner and strike when he least expected it, almost as if he were outside looking in. 
 
    One tried-and-true way to do this was to tire him out. 
 
    Danzen was sure that Soko and the Witch of Diyu had noticed his presence, but they continued to be distracted by his demons as Tensei threw himself into a fury of attacks. While Tensei was fast, and his short stature gave him a good place to strike from, a potential bonus when dealing with a taller opponent like Danzen, he still showed signs of a new swordsman, someone who had been with the blade for a while, but not long enough. 
 
    Danzen noticed this in the hint of apprehension holding some of his strikes back, Tensei as fueled by adrenaline as he was by fear. After all, Danzen was weaponless, and most weaponless opponents didn’t keep on their enemies, mirroring their footsteps, practically stalking them.  
 
    Most ran. 
 
    The technique Danzen was using was one he had learned long ago, something Biren Yeshe had personally taught him, one in which he became his opponent’s shadow, always attached, never letting up. This produced a kind of tension that Danzen would use to his advantage as soon as he found his opportunity. 
 
    With a grunt, Tensei leaped into the air and tried to bring both swords down, a move that left him wide open for a calculated strike. Danzen’s foot connected with Tensei’s chin as the young man’s blades were still over his head, physics taking over by that point and changing Tensei’s trajectory. He slammed into the ground and skidded a few feet away, the breath knocked out of him. On him before the dust could clear, Danzen flipped Tensei over. Using his knee as leverage, he unceremoniously ended the young man’s life by snapping his neck back. 
 
    Just like that, Tensei was dead. 
 
    Danzen quickly retrieved both of Tensei’s swords, quickly gauging their weight in his hands, and turned to the main fight. Soko and the Witch of Diyu were just wrapping up, his demons either dead, or starting to de-materialize. 
 
    Sucking in deep breaths, Soko looked toward Danzen and said something inaudible.  
 
    The Witch of Diyu, whose face was covered by a mask that prevented her from inhaling her own poisons, slowly came forward, her hands curled at her sides, Danzen noticing once again that she had a prosthetic attachment to her fingers, giving her sharpened nails. 
 
    “It doesn’t need to be like this,” Danzen said as he held both weapons out, the blades pointed slightly inward, which was the appropriate way to wield two swords. “This isn’t between you and me; at least it doesn’t have to be.” 
 
    Smoke began to billow out of the Witch of Diyu’s hands. “I always wondered what it would be like to fight someone like you.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen felt the difference in fighting the Witch of Diyu almost immediately, the woman faster and much more confident than Tensei. He avoided her first few swipes, noticing that the prosthetics she had on were attached at the wrist, that there were polished canisters of powder there, which must have been how she was creating the smoke and her various poisons. 
 
    He quickly came to understand her attack pattern—moving quickly to strike and then zipping away—Danzen wishing he had his boomerang sword with him. This fight would have been over by now. 
 
    The smog grew thicker and thicker every time she came forward, Danzen on the defense at the moment as he tried to adjust to her fighting style, which was unpredictable in a calculated way, fast-paced and wild. She came within inches of connecting with him several times, and while Danzen wasn’t opposed to adding some of his demons to the mix, it would be better if he ended this quickly so he could deal with Soko, who continued to watch along the perimeter of the fight. 
 
    The color of the smog changed; what was formerly used to obscure her movement became a choking agent, Danzen feeling his throat constrict.  
 
    He jumped backward a few times, trying to get away from the poison she had unleashed. The Witch of Diyu kept on him as he had done Tensei just moments ago, relentlessly pursuing him, smog thick in the air around her as she did so. 
 
    Danzen tried a whirlwind attack, one meant to force her away, his goal being to put some distance between the two of them as he found it harder and harder to breathe. Her response was brutal and fast, the expert assassin spinning through the smoking poison she had created and shouldering into Danzen, taking him down.  
 
    She tried to land a death strike and he moved, her claws sinking into the soil. He hoped that this would dislodge the apparatus from her hand, but she moved away quickly enough that she was able to attempt the same maneuver again, Danzen finally sending a knee up that threw her off him. 
 
    More smoke, but this time there was something different about it, Danzen not only choking now, but also sensing an itching sensation moving across his skin. He finally fell, choking now as his skin burned as if it were on fire. 
 
    The Witch of Diyu approached him. 
 
    He tried to muster the strength to swipe his blade at her but was no longer able to. Looking up at the woman, Danzen summoned his Demon Speak ability, even though he assumed she would be beyond his influence. 
 
    “Stop…” he said.  
 
    It had no effect on her. The Witch of Diyu dropped before him and placed her metal appendages under his chin, dangerously close to his neck. She lifted his throat, and as she did, a blade came straight through the side of her skull, the woman thrown to the side followed by an arc of blood as the sword withdrew from her head, her mask dislodged as she hit the ground, dead instantly. 
 
    Soko now floated before Danzen, the smog haloing around her. She remained like this for another twenty seconds before exhaling audibly. “I always wanted to kill her, the useless old hag,” she said. “Now, as for you…” 
 
    It was sudden, and it completely took both Soko and Danzen off guard, but he recognized the next sword on the scene, the one that sliced through the side of Soko’s shoulder and brought the female assassin down. 
 
    Danzen managed to lift his hand into the air, and as he did Astra returned his grip. 
 
    “Finish her!” he heard Jelmay shout.  
 
    But Danzen wouldn’t have the chance; Soko disappeared into the mist, nursing her wound as she did so. He knew what it looked like for her to retreat, he’d seen it enough times now, and while the wound Jelmay had clearly given her wasn’t fatal, it had done some serious damage to the arm she generally wielded her blade with. 
 
    As Danzen got to his feet he spotted something else, that the prosthetics that had been on the Witch of Diyu’s wrists were now missing. 
 
    Had Soko truly moved that fast, fast enough to take them? It was the only explanation.  
 
    Once again, she had gotten away. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “It’s all my fault,” Jelmay said as he reached Danzen. “I tried to throw your sword at her, but as I grabbed hold of it, the blade sort of took on a mind of its own. Pilgrim, can you hear me? Pilgrim!” 
 
    Danzen didn’t respond. He was still waiting for Soko to burst out of the mist that surrounded them, the female assassin never one to forego an opportunity for a surprise attack. He couldn’t relax himself, and it was only when Jelmay said Kudzu’s name that he snapped out of it. 
 
    “Kudzu and Lady Pilgrim are alive,” Jelmay said, repeating himself. “They’re a bit worse for wear but…” 
 
    Danzen blinked a few times and finally looked at the bakeneko.  
 
    “We need to get them some help though,” he said. “Maybe Oiwa can help.” 
 
    It went against his nature to not go after Soko, especially with what she had done to Danzen and his companions. He could track her. It may take all night but eventually, she would need to wind down at some point. After all, she was still human, and that was when he would strike. As soon as she relaxed her guard, which because of her form would coincide with daytime, he would make his move. Soko could travel quickly, and it wasn’t impossible for her to get to Bahlingar by morning. If he hurried… 
 
    No, Danzen had responsibilities, and the two most important ones were behind him, injured, Kudzu helping Yato stand.  
 
    “My scabbard.” 
 
    “It’s back here,” Jelmay said as he led Danzen to the others. He returned Astra to its sheath, and after fixing the front of his robes, he tucked the blade into his belt. Jelmay tossed Nomin’s short sword and Yato’s gauntleted blades into a swath of fabric he’d procured from the dungeon below, a fine enough place for them for now. 
 
    “Pilgrim,” Kudzu said, her voice tinged in relief.  
 
    “I told you he’d be all right!” 
 
    “I don’t want to hear it from you right now,” Kudzu growled at Jelmay, the woman currently in her human form, the left side of her robe barely hanging from her shoulder as she continued to prop Yato up. “It is your fault we’re here in the first place; we were looking for you.” 
 
    “My fault? This wasn’t my fault, this was Pilgrim’s fault. They ambushed me too, you know. How they knew I was using a disguise, I’ll never know. Then again, I probably shouldn’t have disguised myself as Pilgrim…” 
 
    “Why would you do something like that, Jelmay?” Kudzu yelled at him. 
 
    “Please,” Yato said, her eyes clenched shut. “Not now.” 
 
    Danzen stepped over to the young assassin to see that there were abrasions all over the exposed parts of her body, some of the bruises looking like they belonged to individual fingers.  
 
    “Did Tensei do this?” he asked carefully. 
 
    “He… he did. If it wasn’t for my restraints, he wouldn’t have. Is he…?” 
 
    “He is. How did you get them out of their restraints?” Danzen asked Jelmay. 
 
    “Easy,” he said as he showed Danzen one of his claws. “It works great as a lockpick. I guess you could say I alone perfected this little trick over the years, but most bakeneko can do it.” 
 
    “Let’s return to the inn and regroup,” Danzen told them. “We will see to dealing with Sumi tomorrow.” 
 
    “And if Soko alerts her in some way?” Jelmay asked. “Do you think she’ll do that?” 
 
    He considered this for a moment.  
 
    Soko’s actions against the Witch of Diyu solidified something Danzen had noticed about the woman long ago—she was only in it for herself. Not only had she wanted to finish Danzen herself if it actually came down to it, but she clearly wanted the secrets to the Witch’s powers, which she’d told them years ago were kept in her hermitage behind Sainshand. If Soko was going anywhere at the moment it was there—taking on the Witch of Diyu’s knowledge would only make Soko even deadlier.  
 
    “I don’t think she’ll alert Sumi,” Danzen said with finality. “At the end of the day, Soko doesn’t really care about the contract. She’s been using it as an excuse all along to get to me, even if she’d like the remnant that Sumi has also offered. Soko can get more remnants if she wants, and she took the one I had on me, Shimaru’s eye. They are available, and if anyone knew how to get them, it would be her. Now that she can access the Witch of Diyu’s powers, I think that is where she’ll go next. Let’s get to the inn. We need to prepare. Sumi’s part in our narrative ends tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Oiwa was surprised to see Danzen and his companions, the elderly woman wrought with concern once she noticed Yato’s and Kudzu’s injuries. “I thought the worst happened,” she said to Yudono, her husband next to her, nodding in agreement. “But I kept my faith that what was left of Sunyata was watching over you. We haven’t disturbed any of your things, and…”  
 
    “Of course we’re hungry,” Jelmay said. “We’ve been starved for the last…” He glanced up at the ceiling, the bakeneko now in his nondescript human form as he licked his lips. “I don’t know how long it’s been since I last ate. A tragedy!” 
 
    “It’s late, but we can certainly make something.” 
 
    Jelmay got out some money, but Oiwa gestured for him to put it away. “You’ve done so much for us in helping Shimaru, it’s the least that we could do.”  
 
    “Fine by me,” Jelmay said, “but I’m paying for breakfast and however many nights we need to stay here which should be…” He looked to Danzen. “One more? Two? We’re going to need to recover, and speaking of which, I am going to need to recoup the kip I left in that gambling den. But first, we feast, and I’ll figure out the money part later.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Welp, that settles it. Food it is!” 
 
    While Yudono prepared a late meal, Oiwa saw to Kudzu’s and Yato’s wounds, both of them sharing a room. It was only after the meal was served, which consisted of cold meats and bread, that Danzen realized just how tired he was. At least a day had passed, and being confined underground had mixed terribly with the poison that the Witch of Diyu had hit them with, Danzen still experiencing small and sudden bouts of double vision and confusion. 
 
    It turned out that rest was indeed the remedy he needed. 
 
    By the next morning he was back to his normal self, bending his echo in the early morning using Nomin’s replica sword almost as if nothing happened. As he went through the movements, Danzen thought of the blind assassin, wondering where she was. What did she have to accomplish? And when would he see her again? 
 
    About the time he was finishing up, Jelmay stepped into the spare room Danzen was using to practice, the bakeneko still in his cat form. 
 
    “What? Don’t judge me,” Jelmay said.  
 
    “I wasn’t.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll take my human form,” he told Danzen as he began to morph, his face quickly thinning out, years disappearing, whiskers swirling away. “I still can’t believe my tail is gone. I had a dream about it last night, you know. I was with Usagi and we were running through Asura Forest chasing my tail. I thought it was real at first, but then I realized that I hated Usagi, or more appropriately, that I had a strong dislike for him lately, and I would never be chasing my tail alongside him. After all, why would he care about my tail?” 
 
    Danzen returned Nomin’s sword to its scabbard. “We need to make plans for tonight.” 
 
    Jelmay smirked. “You mean when Sumi comes? I’m not even worried about that, in fact, I already have it all mapped out. Let me know what you think about this…” 
 
    The bakeneko detailed what they would do, and how he would use his morphing ability to their advantage. He also had roles for Kudzu and Yato which would require a few small things from town that he was sure he’d be able to find. 
 
    “All in all, we will get Sumi alone, and then you can do what you want with her.” 
 
    Danzen thought of the girl whom he had saved years ago after Norwin Dawa had brought forth his demons, the stubborn look on Sumi’s face even as he forced her to do his bidding with his Demon Speak power. He should have known then to add another sentence to his command, telling Sumi never to go after him, never to seek revenge.  
 
    But he hadn’t, and here she was, coming to collect. 
 
    Sumi had clearly inherited her father’s wealth, otherwise she wouldn’t have been able to afford the Diyu Brotherhood. Now an adult, there was no telling the extent she had gone to stop him from using his power, but Soko hadn’t said anything about her doing something to her eardrums, anything like that, so he assumed that she would still be able to hear him. Even if she had plugged her ears up, it wouldn’t take Danzen more than a few seconds to disarm her, if she had a weapon. She could have spent every waking hour of the last two years building her fighting skills and it still wouldn’t be enough, not against someone like him. 
 
    But Danzen didn’t know who she was traveling with; he couldn’t imagine her going alone, not to meet someone as deadly as Soko. 
 
    There was also the chance that Soko had somehow gotten a message to her, that perhaps they had crossed paths as Soko headed away from Odval. He was going to have to go with his gut here, assuming that Soko was completely in it for herself, that she wouldn’t have warned Sumi, especially now that she had access to the Witch of Diyu’s hermitage. There was no telling what the place contained, and he could only imagine the opponent Soko would become were she able to wield poisons.  
 
    That remained to be seen. 
 
    Kudzu was around for breakfast, Yato still resting off her injuries. Surprisingly, the fox thought Jelmay’s plan would indeed work, especially because of the unknown aspect of Sumi’s arrival, which Danzen had already thought about. Who was traveling with Sumi? She would clearly have some guards, and there was even a chance she was traveling with assassins of the Brotherhood. This would be where the challenge would lie. 
 
    The rest of the morning was spent gathering supplies, and then it was off to the same area Danzen had fought last night. Before they did this, he made sure to go around to the taverns and Odval and tell the bartenders where Soko was, using his Demon Speak ability to make sure they didn’t remember seeing him, only that they would pass the message along if Sumi, or one of her companions, asked.  
 
    Predictably, Jelmay was unable to collect the money he left behind, which was certainly an issue of contention. Not as predictably, the Witch of Diyu hadn’t killed all the people that had been around Danzen and his companions during their capture. There were rumors as to what happened, but no one had died, which was a good thing. 
 
    The stage was set once the sun started to come down, Yato now with the group as well, her bruises mostly healed due to Oiwa’s unique command over her echo. As the day shifted toward night, Danzen and his companions waited at the mouth of the underground passage while Jelmay stood a hundred or so feet before them, already morphed. 
 
    None of them knew how long they would have to wait, which was something Jelmay had prepared for, the bakeneko eating enough food that afternoon to keep him satiated through the evening. And at some point, as the night pressed onward, it seemed that Sumi wasn’t going to come, Danzen second-guessing his earlier notion that Soko had warned Sumi in some way. 
 
    But eventually, they saw the lights of a carriage heading in their direction. 
 
    As they planned, Danzen got into position on his knees, his head bent forward, arms behind his back. To further sell the lie, Kudzu held Danzen’s Blade of Darkness, the woman now in dark robes with a white mask similar to the one that Soko wore. Yato was clad in the exact same outfit, and she had Nomin’s sword at her waist, both of them standing on either side of Danzen to make it appear as if they were guarding him. 
 
    It was easy enough to obscure Astra between his legs, his robes covering the grip, Danzen’s gauntlets adding to the illusion that his arms were cuffed behind his back. Looking ahead, he saw just how convincing Jelmay’s rendition of Soko was, the bakeneko going with long robes to make up for the fact that he couldn’t naturally float. It was almost disturbing how good he was at taking other people’s forms, his posture matching hers as well, shoulders back, head drawn down, sheer intimidation. 
 
    Sumi’s carriage came to a stop. The carriage driver hopped down, Yato noticing something almost immediately. 
 
    “Penumbra,” she said quietly, her voice partially muffled by the mask on her face. 
 
    “How many?” Danzen asked, his head still bowed forward. 
 
    “Carriage driver, and…” Yato waited a moment before answering. “Two others. Three in total, all Penumbra based on their appearance, their headbands.” 
 
    “We may have to take them out first,” Danzen whispered. “Is there any indication that Sumi can’t hear?” 
 
    Kudzu was quiet for a moment. “She is speaking to Jelmay, and he’s responding. No, she can hear,” she finally answered, her keen sense of hearing helping her out. 
 
    “The plan remains. She will want to examine me,” Danzen whispered. “I will force her to stay back here, and we will deal with Penumbra.” 
 
    “You don’t want to try to work with their minds?” Yato asked quickly. 
 
    “For them to be able to command shadows the way they do means they may be beyond my influence. It’s best to proceed with this in mind.” 
 
    “That’s right…” 
 
    As Danzen had predicted, Sumi soon made her way toward him, Jelmay-as-Soko moving alongside her, perfectly mirroring the female assassin’s ghoul-like movements.  
 
    The three Penumbra clan members came forward as well, but they kept some distance from Sumi, which was likely the result of a direct order. He could imagine himself as her bodyguard in that moment, and how it went against his years of training to let a subject he was supposed to guard get as close to someone like Danzen, especially one who could control people with their voice. It had all been her order, and unfortunately for Sumi, it would be her undoing. 
 
    As she approached, Danzen slowly started to look up at her, his hood casting a shadow over his face. Sumi was taller now, more filled out, a woman whereas before she was still a girl. Her hair, which had been braided and swept back into two long strands, added a fierceness to her face by making her eyes seem larger, something tiger-like about them that Danzen hadn’t noticed before. Then again, it’d been a frenzy when he first met her. 
 
    Danzen spoke before she could reach him. “You will step behind me, and stay back while I handle your guards.” 
 
    Rather than obey his command, Sumi looked at him with an upturned face, her large, onyx eyes filling with a twisted glee. “Your power isn’t going to work on me, not now.” She lifted a single finger into the air and her guards dispersed, heading in their direction with their shadow weapons drawn. 
 
    Danzen was on his feet and loosing his boomerang sword before the first clansman could reach him. Astra took the clansman down and returned to his grip, Kudzu throwing his Blade of Darkness into the air just as she had been instructed to do.  
 
    Danzen grabbed his glaive with his free hand and sent a swath of darkness forward, just over Sumi’s head, the woman immediately going to the ground to avoid his attack. She wouldn’t get far; she tried to scramble away, and Jelmay struck her in the back of the head with the grip of his sword, Sumi out cold by the time Danzen’s next attack reached its target. 
 
    Combating shadows made no sound, but it was clear that he had prevented their strike, both men trying again with the shadowy arm tassels not unlike the bindings that Norwin Dawa once wielded. 
 
    They were too focused on Danzen to see Yato sneak away to the side, and appear behind one of them. She drove both her gauntleted blades into a clansman’s back and used her momentum to take him to the ground, where she followed up with her movement by cutting his throat. Her sudden savagery threw the other Penumbra clansman off guard, Danzen able to finish him off with his boomerang sword in his moment’s hesitation. 
 
    Like many fights Danzen had been in before, it was over almost before it started. 
 
    He turned his attention to Sumi, who was just pressing off the ground. Why hadn’t his power worked? She could clearly hear him, and he assumed that she hadn’t been strong enough to bend her echo to the point that she could resist what he was able to do.  
 
    Unless it was something related to… 
 
    “The remnant I gave you,” Danzen said just as Sumi’s eyes settled on him.  
 
    He recalled giving her his father’s talisman before departing, which would explain how she was able to resist his power, even though it had worked on her father. With no jewelry visible, Danzen realized that Sumi must have consumed it, which meant that she wouldn’t have been able to give it to Soko. This would have certainly created a scene if the female assassin had actually accomplished her mission in taking Danzen down. 
 
    “You figured it out,” Sumi said she slowly pressed herself off the ground, her hand on the back of her head. Yato came to her, both blades drawn. 
 
    “This is all my fault,” Danzen said under his breath.  
 
    “It is, my father, and my sister’s deaths. Your fault.” 
 
    “Your sister?” 
 
    She nodded, and in that moment Danzen recalled her father’s estate, the young girl in one of the rooms who had already been killed by one of his demons by the time he arrived on the scene. 
 
    He closed his eyes for a moment, and as he did Nomin’s power came over him, Danzen able to see without looking at Sumi that her veins were glowing light purple, which he took to mean that she had not only consumed the remnant, but she had done so recently. Was her plan to attack Soko once she confirmed Danzen’s kill? Was she actually that crazy? 
 
    “What have you done to Soko?” Sumi asked once Danzen opened his eyes again. 
 
    “She’s no longer of your concern.” 
 
    “You know you’re going to have to kill me, right? You can’t use your power on me ever again. And I won’t stop,” she said, her voice never wavering. “I won’t stop.” 
 
    Danzen lifted his Blade of Darkness, and waited just a moment for the shadows to gather at its tip. In the end, Sumi didn’t suffer. She died fast enough not to really feel much pain, her head hitting the ground, her body following suit, her muscles spasming for just a moment. 
 
    Danzen knew in this act that he had created an enemy with enough conviction to do something from Diyu, that was inevitable, and if and when she did come, he would do his best to be prepared at that time. But on this plane of existence, the one in which he currently lived, it would be hard for Sumi to meddle with his life any longer, which was sadly what all this had come to. 
 
    Danzen had simply put off the inevitable.  
 
    There would come a day when he would die, and when that happened, a reckoning. To some, it would make sense for him to follow in his father’s footsteps, to seek the throne, especially with the enemies he had waiting for him in Diyu. But Danzen had other plans, and to accomplish those plans, he needed to go home. 
 
    “Not what I expected,” Jelmay said as he slowly shook his head, “but at least she’s dead. Check one more off the list, am I right?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t respond. 
 
    “Welp, I don’t know about the three of you, but I could use a good night’s rest and perhaps a little gambling before I lay my head down. Anyone care to join me?” 
 
    “I will need to stay here to deal with the bodies,” Danzen said. 
 
    “Sky burial like the others?” Kudzu asked, referring to Tensei and the Witch of Diyu. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’ll stay and help,” she said. “Don’t be out too late, Jelmay. I am guessing we have plans for tomorrow.” 
 
    “I know, I know. Lady Pilgrim?” The bakeneko turned to the younger assassin. “What do you say? I’ll buy you a drink or three. You were my good luck charm last time, if you recall…” 
 
    “Are you insane? Last time, we had to…” Yato motioned toward the entrance to the underground passage. “Need I remind you?” 
 
    “Heh, I guess you’re right,” Jelmay said. “Fine, I’ll stay with the three of you. But we are drinking something after this, all four of us, even if it’s back in our rooms at the inn like a bunch of losers. I’m not going to lie: intoxication is about the only way I can think of to put whatever the hell happened here behind us.”

  

 
   
    Part Eight 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was several days later that Danzen and his companions reached the sprawling riverside city of Arsi, where they headed straight to the wharf. They had ended up staying in Odval a day longer than expected, mostly to catch their breath, but also to allow Jelmay a little time to recoup their funds, which he had certainly done, the bakeneko on a winning streak that had even surprised Kudzu. 
 
    As always, it became time to move on, and while Danzen was certain that Jelmay could find something to get into gambling-wise in Arsi, they had arrived just an hour or so before the last ship aimed at Genshin Valley was set to sail, and they needed to move on.  
 
    Once again, Jelmay negotiated them into the biggest room available, Kudzu immediately opting for herbal sleeping aids as soon as they were led to their room. “I’ll see you all in two days,” she said after taking some of the medicine and claiming a bed. 
 
    “Suit yourself,” Jelmay told her, “but you’re going to be missing out. We have earned the feast that we’re going to have tonight. Or at least I have, considering I did all the winning of the kip. Maybe the smell will wake you up.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “And you did so without cheating,” Yato chimed in. “I’m proud of you, Jelmay.” 
 
    “What can I say? A little bit of Sunyata’s glorious grace seemed to find its way onto my dice, especially with you nearby, Lady Pilgrim. I told her she was a good luck charm,” he said to anyone that was still listening to him. Jelmay plopped down onto his chair and stopped morphing into his cat form once he heard a knock at the door. “I probably should have ordered food first.” 
 
    While Danzen unpacked some of his gear, Jelmay briefly conversed with the crewmember, the bakeneko more than satisfied by the time he returned to the table, where he motioned for Yato to join him. 
 
    “And just like that, things are looking up for our little team. All it takes is a little bit of luck, and I suppose, not being hunted by your ex-girlfriend or some lady whose father you killed a couple years back, or for that matter, some poisonous psycho witch. I know you said something about this earlier, but with Sumi dead, does that mean the contract on your head is also nullified? If not, what’s the point in all this?” 
 
    “There may be a contingency in the contract that puts more funds toward my capture or death if she goes missing. I don’t know. I haven’t seen the contract.” 
 
    “Bah! That’s how they get you, you know, in the fine print. Everyone knows that. I’m guessing the Brotherhood has a team of scribes that excel in making sure they reap the maximum benefits from these contracts. Sound about right?” 
 
    Danzen recalled the very scribes Jelmay had mentioned, and how they worked tirelessly in one of the buildings at the Diyu Brotherhood’s main compound. It was to the point, at least when he was leaving, that the Brotherhood had curated enough funds over the years to also give out loans, another thing they contracted out. Anything to make a profit. 
 
    “Let us hope that yokai don’t start using these kinds of contracts. Can you imagine Usagi with one of these contracts in his filthy little rabbit feet? Paws? What do rabbits have? You know what I’m trying to say here.” 
 
    Jelmay quieted down once the food started to arrive, which consisted of small game birds and summer vegetables, as well as the catch of the day, a pan-fried bass with a lemon and garlic butter sauce that made Danzen’s eyes water. This was followed up by ale and a rice pudding dessert that was the perfect amount of sweet. 
 
    Not needing to watch Yato like he had the last time they’d been on a boat, Danzen slept peacefully with his back against the wall, the Sakai River gently rocking him into a deep slumber while Jelmay snorted loudly, and Kudzu and Yato shared the larger bed, sleeping head to foot. He awoke to the sound of chirping outside the window, a bell ringing along the river banks as a local fisherman tried to flag down their ship to sell his morning catch. 
 
    Danzen had seen them do this before, and they had a clever way of transferring the fish to the boat and the money in the reverse direction by using bamboo poles that had been strung together. It was certainly something to watch, so he headed up to the top deck and observed the exchange, the smell of the water, the cool breeze, and the lush green scenery beyond the riverbanks invigorating him. It was a far cry from the nearly barren north and its arid landscape, a welcome change. 
 
    By the time he returned to his cabin, Yato was awake, and while he wished they could have bent their echoes, there simply wasn’t enough time before Jelmay woke. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen tried to suppress any thoughts that the relaxation he was feeling was somehow the calm before the storm, that things were going to kick up once again upon his arrival in Genshin Valley. 
 
    There was always the chance that something terrible and sudden would happen, and this was something he would simply have to learn to live with. He had a goal in mind, and he knew that there would be obstacles, both familial and tied to his past as an assassin. Soko was still alive, and there was a plethora of assassins that would gladly see to his demise, especially now that he had really done some damage to Penumbra. He still didn’t know if Jinkai was alive either, which would complicate things. Word would get out eventually, someone would connect the dots and realize that the Penumbra clansmen’s deaths had something to do with him. 
 
    Over the course of the next day and a half, Danzen thought about his past, and circled several times back to Sumi and what happened, why it had been necessary. A very small part of him questioned if he had made the right choice in killing the young woman. He had, after all, spared Yato’s life. What made Sumi’s any different? Even without his Demon Speak power, could he have reasoned with her? 
 
    There was no way to know now, but he seriously doubted that she would have changed her mind. 
 
    While Danzen kept to himself in their room, Jelmay ended up teaching both Kudzu and Yato some of the strategies when it came to playing dice. Danzen liked being in their company, able to simply relax in a corner by himself while they entertained each other, Kudzu’s playful disdain for Jelmay a match for his overt enthusiasm meant to tease her to some degree, and strangely enough, how Yato fit into their dynamics, which worked much more smoothly than Danzen would have anticipated. 
 
    He was feeling more and more that they were his family, and while he had first found a semblance of companionship in his relations with some of the Suja Villagers, it was through Jelmay, Kudzu, and Yato that he understood what friendship actually was, and to a greater extent, how one could form a family with people that weren’t blood related. They were more like him than the villagers in their individual ways. 
 
    It turned out to be a breeze of a trip, Danzen well-rested and well-fed by the time they docked in the outpost of Tudan. As they gathered their belongings, Jelmay tried one more time to ask Kudzu if they could stick around the outpost for a little while so he could do what he did best. 
 
    “We’re not waiting for you to gamble,” she told him as she fixed the robes she had received from the nunnery. She continued to get better at her human disguise, Danzen wondering if having another woman around had helped her to some degree. He had noticed that Kudzu paid a bit more attention to her hair, and there were a few times that she had put on a cream similar to one that Yato wore, which was one step away from makeup. Even Jelmay hadn’t commented on this—he knew better than to tease her on the subject. 
 
    “Not even for a couple hours? Surely the three of you could entertain yourselves. Hell, if you wanted to, you could join me. I taught you some of my best tricks; don’t you want to put them to the test?” 
 
    “Keep talking, and I will bite you next time I’m in my fox form,” Kudzu said, which elicited a laugh from Yato. 
 
    “You’ll bite me? I’ll… I’ll bite you! My teeth are sharper than yours.”  
 
    “No, they’re not. And besides that, you have a flat face, meaning your teeth are in a straighter line,” Kudzu explained with a hand gesture to demonstrate what she meant. 
 
    “I’d whip you with my tail if… if I had a tail…” Jelmay made a sour face, which caused both Kudzu and Yato to crack up. 
 
    The two continued to playfully argue as they left the ship, Danzen leading them straight to the exit of the outpost. From here it would be a simple walk to Chutham, then Suja Village, then finally his monastery. He would leave for Abbot Monpo’s shrine the following morning, and the next chapter of his journey would begin. 
 
    Summer was in full effect, with fields of flowers around them putting off such a strong fragrance that it forced Jelmay, who was now in his human form, to pinch his nose from time to time and complain. “Another reason we should have stayed in the North,” he grumbled. “I have allergies, you know.” 
 
    “You’ll be fine,” Kudzu told him. 
 
    It was a familiar walk, one that Danzen made several times now, the three stopping once they came to a roadside vendor selling meat pies, a particular vendor that Jelmay hadn’t sampled before. He had his kip out in a matter of seconds, and bought enough for everyone to enjoy, Danzen noticing that there was something sweet and savory about these particular meat pies that he hadn’t tasted before. 
 
    “It’s honey,” Jelmay said as they continued, the bakeneko now with a meat pie in each of his hands, alternating between them. “Honey and animal fat and…” He smacked his lips. “Kudzu? What’s that other flavor?” 
 
    “I would prefer fish.”  
 
    “That’s not the answer I was looking for. Ah, yes. I’ve tasted the seasoning before, on the grilled ribs they serve in Chutham at some of the breweries over the summer. That’s what it is, sort of a lemongrass flavor. Interesting mixture. Lady Pilgrim?” 
 
    “They are good.”  
 
    “That’s all you have to say? They’re better than good…” 
 
    As Jelmay kept the conversation light, Danzen settled his eyes on the horizon.  
 
    He expected to see Diyu, that familiar red of the sky, but they were still too far away from that, nor did they see much of the mountains on the horizon, especially once they reached the outer limits of Chutham, the tall trees of the Asura Forest obscuring the view.  
 
    It was clear from his current vantage point how the humans had simply cut their way through to build the small city, Danzen noticing new details now that they reached the city gates, like the age of the wood that had been used, and how the construction of the buildings differed from what he had seen in Odval, many of the places here with flat roofs and built out rather than up. 
 
    The four were just passing through the gate when a young girl ran out to them, Danzen nearly withdrawing his blade, his first instinct being that it was an ambush. 
 
    The girl, who was no older than six years of age, skidded to a halt once she saw Danzen’s hand on the grip of the sword. She wore clean robes, her hair combed over to one side and held to her head by a bone clip, clearly groomed. “Eva Yin needs to see you,” she said after a quick bow. “Please, follow me.” 
 
    Danzen paused, considering what he should do next. 
 
    “I mean, it’s kind of on the way,” Jelmay said.  
 
    “Kind of…” Kudzu said. 
 
    “Fine, fine,” the bakeneko said, taking charge. “Let’s see what our favorite madam has to say.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As she had before, Eva Yin greeted Danzen at the door, no crack in her current appearance due to her hermit brother’s medicine. Danzen was well aware of the echo power it took for her to maintain her youthful form, Eva Yin no older looking than Yato, her face tinted white, lips cherry blossom pink, the makeup around her eyes hiding even a subtle hint of crow’s feet. Her black hair, which had been combed to the side and clipped like the young girl who had greeted them at the village entrance, had a sheen to it, to the point that it almost looked fake. 
 
    “I was wondering when you would return,” Eva Yin said with a prim smile aimed at Danzen. “And I see you have a new traveling companion as well.” 
 
    On the walk over, Jelmay had caught Yato up as to who Eva Yin was and what the woman was capable of. This didn’t seem to faze Yato, who was clearly growing used to the numerous oddities that had made their way into Danzen’s life and those that surrounded him. 
 
    “Can I go, milady?” the young girl asked. She stood off to the left, teetering on the balls of her feet, her hands behind her back. 
 
    “Yes,” Eva Yin told her. “Be back before sunset.” 
 
    “Yes, milady,” the girl said before she took off running. 
 
    “Please, come in. I have a request that I believe you may be able to help me with. I’m just lucky that it has happened so recently; had it taken you longer to get back to the Valley…” While Eva Yin was generally expressionless, Danzen noticed a flash of sadness behind her eyes. “Please, come in.” 
 
    The hint of perfume hit Danzen as soon as he stepped into her establishment, a stronger smell than the myriad fields of flowers that separated Tudan and Chutham. As there had been every time he visited, a large man stood guard at the opposite end of the hallway. Rather than go to the normal place they sat when they met at her pleasure house, Eva guided them through a side door that Danzen hadn’t noticed before, the door fashioned to look just like a wall and nearly invisible. What he assumed was her office had several expertly upholstered sofas made of a green silk, as well as a desk against the wall with a lantern hanging over it. Eva sat on the sofa in the center, Danzen and his companions taking places across from her. 
 
    “I don’t expect you to get my affairs, but with that said, I am afraid for the life of one of my pillowers. Oyuun has been with me a long time, and I raised her as a daughter, so she means even more to me. She is not what you think,” Eva Yin told them once she noticed the skeptical expression on Kudzu’s face. “Calling her a pillower isn’t exactly the right term; she’s more of an entertainer. She has a wonderful voice, she can play multiple instruments, and Oyuun is quite funny, which is why some of the richer men in Chutham and Tudan enjoy her company. From what I can gather, she has fallen in love with one of these men, a youth named Tenan, who is the son of Luran.” 
 
    “The Luran?” Jelmay asked. He was in his cat form now that they were in the privacy of her office, the bakeneko now leaned back on a sofa, his paws crossed over his belly. 
 
    “So you are aware of him.” 
 
    “Of course I’m aware of him,” Jelmay said. “His family has been running much of the textile trade in Genshin Valley for decades. He has a considerable amount of political power as well.” 
 
    “He does, and he has recently become one of the Elders of Chutham, which complicates matters even further.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “From what I’ve been able to gather, Tenan, Luran’s only son, has disappeared with Oyuun. I have sent my men to ask Luran if he has any idea where they might have gone and this led to a…” She bit her lip. “Let’s call it a skirmish. I believe Luran may know more about their location, and it is my goal to protect Oyuun from what will inevitably become of her if she stays with his son.” 
 
    “What would be so bad about her marrying into a wealthy family?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “For one, Tenan is already married,” Eva Yin said. “And he already has a concubine, all of which was arranged by his father. Oyuun was an orphan, and she has no family name, nor does she carry any weight here in Chutham. I’m trying to protect her. Not only is she talented, but she may one day be the person that takes my role, once I move on. From what I’ve heard, Luran has his men looking for them as well. If they find Oyuun, they will kill her, or worse…” 
 
    Jelmay grunted. “So you’re asking us to go talk to Luran, get some information, and see if we can’t find them first?” 
 
    Eva Yin nodded carefully. “To get straight to the point, yes, that’s what I’m asking you to do.” 
 
    “You have some power; why don’t you enchant him?” 
 
    “Luran knows better than to speak to me directly,” she told Jelmay. “The only way I could get him to do so would be through more violence, and that is something I would like desperately to avoid.” 
 
    “Next question: what’s in it for us? We’re coming back from a long journey, and were looking to rest, to eat, and not be sent to fetch a pair of hopeless lovebirds.” 
 
    “Does something have to be in it for you for you to do it?” Eva Yin asked the bakeneko. 
 
    Danzen answered this one. “No, it doesn’t. We will see what we can uncover. Where would we find Luran?” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It was only as they were making their way to Luran’s home, on the opposite side of Chutham, that Danzen understood why he so readily offered his assistance to Eva Yin. Oyuun was an orphan, similar to him, and she had come into an issue with a father, even if this father belonged to another person. There was a connection there, and with his Demon Speak ability, Danzen knew it wouldn’t be very difficult for him to get to the bottom of what was going on. 
 
    Luran’s estate was several times larger than the place Elder Sonders lived in the Third District, the sprawling home surrounded by a stone wall with moss growing on it and protected by a pair of guards. Beyond it were several fields of fruit-bearing trees. 
 
    “Take us to Luran,” Danzen said before the two guards could say anything to him or his companions. 
 
    And just like that, Danzen and his companions were led up the cobblestone pathway marked by shrubs that had been cut into cylinders, and from there to a patio at the side of the lustrous home, where they found a man in a set of parted ropes seated on a wicker bench, Luran sipping ale while he skimmed through a scroll. 
 
    “My lord,” one of the guards said once Luran didn’t acknowledge him.  
 
    “What’s the meaning of this?” Luran came alive with a growl, his bushy eyebrows flaring up as he looked at Danzen and his companions. He had the jowls of a boar, and what was left of his hair was tied back into a puny ponytail. 
 
    “The two of you can go,” Danzen told the guards, “and you will remain quiet unless you are asked a question.” 
 
    Luran glared, but remained quiet as his guards left. 
 
    “Where is Tenan, and where is Oyuun?” 
 
    The businessman snorted at this question. “You think I know? Wouldn’t my foolish son be here if I knew where he was? And that whore, wouldn’t she be dead by now?” 
 
    Danzen sensed Kudzu tense up to his left, but she didn’t say anything as he continued his interrogation.  
 
    “What do you know about their disappearance?” 
 
    “I know that my men certainly showed Eva Yin who was in charge around here, and that they tracked Tenan and that filthy whore to the Asura Forest, but they haven’t been able to find anything since.” 
 
    “Which direction?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    “Which direction?” Danzen repeated, using his power. 
 
    “To the north. My men would have continued further but they got spooked by something, some pack of dogs with wings, according to them. I’m currently getting a militia together to lead through the forest. I don’t care if I have to burn it down, nor do I care which species of yokai we have to kill. I will find my son, and I will break that whore’s spell over his mind.” 
 
    “You will do no such thing. I will find the two of them, and you will forget that I ever visited you. You will cease your fight with Eva Yin, and you will disband the militia.” 
 
    Luran squinted at him for a moment, a hint of defiance twitching his pupils. Seconds later, he was nodding, entranced by Danzen’s power. “Fine,” he said almost casually. “I already arranged my son’s marriage and selected his first concubine. He can afford another, but it can’t be a pillower. Over my dead body.” 
 
    Rather than say anything else, Danzen simply turned away. They now had a direction, and if they hurried, perhaps they would be able to find Tenan and Oyuun before they got too deep in the Asura Forest. He would have to rely on Kudzu and Jelmay’s tracking ability, but Danzen was certain that wouldn’t be a problem. 
 
    “You know what he was talking about right, the winged dogs?” Jelmay asked Danzen once they reached the front gate.  
 
    “I vaguely remember you arguing with Dalan about them, yes.” 
 
    “Arguing? Pfft! We were just having a heated discussion. Anyway, those are hainu, and if his men ran into them, these two doomed lovers could very well be dead by this point.” 
 
    “Then we will fetch their bodies,” Danzen told him. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    They needed to travel lightly, so before they moved directly into the Asura Forest, Danzen and his companions stopped by Eva Yin’s pleasure house to store some of their items. This mostly included robes, Danzen’s field diary which he had neglected as of late, and even his sugawara armor, also something he had neglected to wear as of late. Anything of real value, like his weapons, came with him. 
 
    He never entered the forest from this angle, but Jelmay and Kudzu seemed to understand exactly where they were, both morphing as soon as they were away from humanity. They didn’t go as fast as they could have, mostly because of Jelmay but also because of Yato, who was speedy in a fight but didn’t have the stamina to keep up with Danzen and Kudzu when they traveled at their full pace.  
 
    This left the four of them moving at a moderate clip through the forest as signs of humankind continued to filter away behind them, everything from trees that had been cut down to initials carved into trunks and other discarded items that ran the gamut from baskets to wagon wheels. Even if they were away from the people of Chutham now, it was clear that their influence over the region was growing.  
 
    Before leaving Eva’s place, Jelmay had asked her for something that belonged to Oyuun, and he was given a silk handkerchief. Smelling it now, Jelmay began to slow his pace, Kudzu doing the same. 
 
    “We’re closer,” he said as he dropped his paw, Kudzu also taking a sniff of the handkerchief. She nodded and began running her snout close to the ground as they trailed forward, which was a part of her ability that Danzen hadn’t seen her use that often. She commonly commented on smells—mostly emanating from, or somehow directly related to, the bakeneko—but he’d never seen her use her heightened sense as she was now, her white tail up as she began leading the group. 
 
    “What a sniffer she has on her,” Jelmay said, offering Yato a wink. “If you had told me weeks ago that a fox had a better sense of smell than a dog, I would have figured out a way to con you out of your house and any kip you had in your bank account. I stand corrected.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “That’s one thing that they didn’t teach you in assassin school, something that you can learn from your favorite bakeneko here, Lady Pilgrim. Foxes don’t like being compared to dogs, or wolves, for that matter. If ever you want to get under a fox’s fur, or vice versa, that’s your ticket.” 
 
    “Stop comparing me to a dog.” 
 
    “See?” Jelmay lifted Oyuun’s handkerchief to his face and sniffed again. “I quite like her smell, to be honest. I can understand why this Tenan fellow is willing to sacrifice it all, his wife, his concubine, and who knows how many kids he has, for a smell like this. It’s very unique.” 
 
    “It’s not just a perfume?” Yato asked. 
 
    “No, it is something to do with her body chemistry and how it responds to the oil she puts on her skin,” Jelmay explained. Kudzu stopped dead in her tracks. She looked up, her ears folding back. 
 
    Danzen had seen this response in her before, his immediate reaction being to withdraw his boomerang sword. 
 
    “Luran’s men weren’t wrong,” Jelmay said as he too withdrew his weapon. 
 
    Skrrict! Skrrict! Yato brought her gauntleted blades up just as the canopy above ruffled, two winged dogs tearing through the leaves and quickly landing, where they were quickly joined by two other dogs on foot. They were a mixture of mottled colors, medium-sized, with long maws filled with sharp teeth, all male, all members of the yokai species known as hainu.  
 
    One of the hainu who had come down from the canopy stepped forward, his wings folding back. “It appears we have trespassers,” he said, his lips parting into a snarl. 
 
    “We are simply passing through,” Kudzu told the hainu. 
 
    “Passing through?” the leader of the pack asked. “We don’t allow other yokai to pass through here.” 
 
    “You don’t allow other yokai to pass through here?” Jelmay asked, the tone of his voice breaking some of the seriousness of the situation. “What the hell kind of statement is that? Before things get out of hand and one of you ends up skewered on the end of my sword, let’s try this easy way. Are any of you familiar with a yokai who goes by the name of Usagi?” 
 
    The three dogs at the back exchanged glances. 
 
    “I am aware of Usagi,” the leader said, “but it has been quite some time since he had any communication with our group, at least… at least as far as I know.” 
 
    “Is that because you like him or don’t like him?” asked Jelmay, testing the waters. 
 
    “I have no opinion of Usagi.” 
 
    “Well, in that case, what if I were to tell you that we were not only good friends of his, but we also had no opinion of him as well. Sort of like you. I suppose that makes us, I don’t know, part of the same pack?” 
 
    One of the dogs at the back barked, clearly the one that was most itching for a fight. 
 
    “Easy there, pooch,” Jelmay said. “Is he always this standoffish to people? There’s no reason for that kind of behavior. We’re civilized yokai, after all. Let’s make a little deal here, and the deal is this: you let us pass through, and we won’t bother you on the way back.” 
 
    The leader of the hainu pack snorted. “Bakenekos are fools. Anyone who trusts a bakeneko deserves what they get.” 
 
    “I don’t disagree with you there,” Kudzu said, “but we are simply passing through in search of some people.” 
 
    “Searching? For who?” 
 
    “A man and a woman,” Danzen said as the hainu at the back of the group yipped and snarled. “We have been following their trail, and it leads this way.” 
 
    “We don’t allow humans to pass through here either,” the lead hainu said, saliva now dripping from his lips. “And if they tried, they would be dead by now.” 
 
    “Well, clearly, the four of you are terrible gatekeepers, and you should be ashamed of yourselves. If I were an utter failure like the four of you, I’d march over to Diyu and demand that they let me in, with the promise that they would confine me to whatever the lowest and most degrading level of hell just so happened to be. I’m not one to poke fun at another yokai’s medical condition—as you can tell, I could afford to lose a few pounds, and I’m missing my tail—but maybe it’s time you have your snouts checked out,” Jelmay said, his comments riling them up even further.  
 
    The lead hainu barked. “You will regret the day you came through here!” 
 
    “I’m sure I won’t. But you know what, while we’re on the subject, fox, I don’t appreciate you agreeing with these dimwitted little lap dogs, and I find it offensive that… Go! Pilgrim! Go! Go! Go!” The bakeneko thrust his sword forward, and as he did, Danzen instinctively loosed his blade, Astra cutting down one of the dogs at the back, the hainu who seemed to have a screw loose dead in a matter of seconds. 
 
    The fight was on, not quite a surprise attack, but surprising nonetheless.

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen didn’t expect the hainu to be as quick as they were, the leader of the pack reaching him before Astra could return to his grip. The impact brought Danzen down, but before the hainu could sink a bite into him, he summoned one of his gauntleted blades—Schnickt!—and drove it into the side of the winged dog’s body. 
 
    Yelping, the hainu teetered off to the side, his wound bleeding out. The snarling and teeth snapping that Danzen heard next came from Kudzu, who was rolling around with one of the hainu. He didn’t want her to get injured, but Danzen wasn’t able to give her any aid at the moment, the two moving too quickly, Kudzu potentially in the path of his sword if he decided to throw it at her assailant. 
 
    The final hainu went for Jelmay, but was intercepted by Yato, the young assassin diving with her arms out before her. Her two blades went into its side, and she flipped over at the last second, the hainu coming over her head, and let loose from her weapons on her landing, where it smacked in the trunk of a tree. 
 
    “Love that move!” Jelmay said as he ran over to the downed yokai and began stabbing it repeatedly with his sword. “And I warned you!” 
 
    The leader of the pack howled, and as he did the one who had been engaging Kudzu jumped backward, the two quickly running off, the lead hainu nursing his wound as he dragged his body away. 
 
    “Great, now we have a new enemy in the woods,” Jelmay said as he finally stopped stabbing the clearly dead hainu in front of them.  
 
    “We could have negotiated our way through here,” Kudzu said with an angry grunt. Her hair was a mess, and there was a bit of red just above her brow, but she seemed to have made it through mostly unscathed. “But no, you had to taunt them.” 
 
    “Don’t kid yourself, fox, they weren’t going to let us through here. You know how these things go,” Jelmay said. “Hainu are very territorial. I tried to bring up Usagi, hoping he had an agreement with the pack. Clearly, that isn’t the case. If there is anyone we should blame, it’s Usagi. If the rabbit had done his due diligence, and befriended all the hainu packs in the Asura Forest, well, we wouldn’t be where we are now.” 
 
    “You think?” Yato asked, who was still in a battle stance, her shoulders heaving up and down as she slowly got control over her breath, her gauntleted blades still drawn, blood dripping up their tips. 
 
    “There’s always more, and it depends on if this particular pack is large or not. Maybe we got lucky, but…” Jelmay frowned as they heard some howling in the woods. “Maybe we didn’t. But I’ll tell you who did get lucky—the man and woman we’re looking for. How did they get through here without getting eaten by the hainu?” 
 
    “I can’t figure that part out either,” Kudzu said. “They shouldn’t have been able to make their way through here without drawing attention to themselves.” 
 
    “You think it has something to do with a remnant?” Yato asked. 
 
    Jelmay turned to her. “What makes you think that?”  
 
    “Tenan comes from a rich family, and maybe he had access to a Sunyata talisman, something that would disguise him in some way. Just a hunch.” 
 
    “But not the scent…” Kudzu sat, and as she did she looked over to Danzen. “That actually makes sense to me, because I can still smell Oyuun. It’s a bit faint at the moment, mostly because of the hainu blood, but it is certainly here. I can’t smell a male human, however. This could also be because of the sheer power of her scent, but it is certainly curious.” 
 
    “Do you think they are close?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “I can’t really say, but we’re coming to an area of the forest that I recognize. You may be familiar with it as well. We are a few miles away from Idzuma’s lake, which is baffling to me because that is the last place I would expect them to go. She is friendly enough to us, but I don’t know how she would take two random humans showing up on her shore.” 
 
    Danzen remembered the aquatic yokai and her eight heads, the trees growing out of her back. She was absolutely enormous, and he didn’t expect her to do something like harbor Tenan and Oyuun. “Maybe as we keep going, the scent will lead us in a different direction.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “Hopefully, it will lead us to food, otherwise I’m going to have to start eating nuts and berries.”  
 
    “You’re hungry?” Kudzu asked Jelmay. 
 
    “What kind of question is that? Of course, I’m hungry. We should have asked Eva to serve us a meal before we set out. That was my fault for not thinking ahead. Now, it’s getting later in the day, we still need to find these two star-crossed lovers, and my stomach is within an hour of grumbling. I suppose we could eat one of the hainu…” He looked to the yokai that Danzen had first killed. “Might be a bit gamey.” 
 
    “Absolutely not. We are not eating either of the hainu,” Kudzu said with finality. “Gather nuts and berries along the way. And to be clear: we are not going to be staying here tonight. The two humans can’t be far from here, and once we find them, we will return them to Chutham and be done with it. We are too close to home to get wrapped up in yet another adventure that forces us to endure any more hardship.”  
 
    “Hardship?” Jelmay asked. “I like camping with the three of you, especially when you allow me to stretch my storytelling muscles.” 
 
    Kudzu slowly lowered her head. “You are… good at that.”  
 
    “See?” Jelmay turned to Yato. “I’ve been telling you all along she likes me. Now, let’s find these two lovebirds.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    As they continued to follow Oyuun and Tenan’s trail, Danzen began to wonder what was going to become of their inevitable capture. Would he have to force them to go back to Chutham? Was that even something he should involve himself in? He had gone out of his way to find them, and now that they were deep in the forest, he wondered if this had been the right move in the first place. 
 
    If they wanted to run away, why stop them? Eva Yin was certainly concerned for Oyuun, but what would bringing the woman back to her accomplish? Would she just become a performer again? And what about Tenan, the rich man’s son?  
 
    Danzen didn’t often hash out what he was thinking, but after what recently happened in the mountains against Shutendorji, where Jelmay’s advice might have actually come in handy, he decided to give it a try. 
 
    “What do we say when we find them?” he asked, breaking a rare spell of silence that had set over the group. The sun was already on its decline, blips of burnt orange light pressing through the trees above, the ground drier than the last time he’d been in the forest, fresh green blades of grass visible all around them. 
 
    “What do we say?” Jelmay considered this for a moment. “I figured you’d use your Demon Speak power and we would be done with it. Easy, right?” 
 
    “Why would we force them to go back?” Danzen paused as he placed his foot on a thick root lifting out of the ground. “If they want to escape, why would we stop them?” 
 
    “The man has a family,” Yato said, “but I can see your point. Is his family really of our concern, especially if he was forced into marriage? To be honest, I figured you owed that Eva Yin woman something, which is why you agreed to help.” 
 
    “We don’t owe her anything,” Jelmay said.  
 
    “If they want to run away, why go after them to begin with? It is clear that Eva Yin feels for Oyuun’s life, but do you think there’s more to it?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “I don’t know what that woman is thinking, nor do I trust her,” Jelmay said. “But it makes sense that she is concerned for Oyuun, considering she raised her and she wants her to eventually take over the business. Luran did, after all, send armed men to find them. You have to ask yourself: what would those men have done to Oyuun? Now that I say it out loud, it seems to me that Eva Yin’s concern is entirely with Oyuun’s safety, that checks out to me, even if I don’t trust her. Makes sense, right? Pilgrim?” 
 
    “It does. But if they are perfectly happy, what do we do then? It’s not my place to force them to go back to a life they don’t want to live.” 
 
    “Bah, humans. I knew we should have pressed on toward Suja Village. Going to Eva’s pleasure house put us in a compromising position; I wish we had just ignored the young girl when we had the chance. We would be at your monastery by now, and then you could confront your mother and, well, I don’t know if confront is the right word, but you know I mean. In a way, if you think about all of this, these two people we’re trying to find aren’t that much different from you, Pilgrim,” said Jelmay. “They are both being controlled by forces around them. Just thinking out loud here.” 
 
    “I agree with Jelmay,” Kudzu said, even though it pained her to do so. “We shouldn’t have gotten involved.” 
 
    “Well, we are out here now,” said Yato once Danzen didn’t reply to either of them. “So we should at least see it through. We can meet them, make sure they are fine, and make a decision from there. What about something like that?” 
 
    “I like her thinking style,” Jelmay said, as if Yato wasn’t standing just a few feet away from him. “The kid has a good head on her shoulders, what else would you expect from someone with a great nickname like Lady Pilgrim?” 
 
    “She has an actual name…” Kudzu said. 
 
    “Either way, I agree with Lady Pilgrim. The sooner we find these two, the sooner we can either settle down for the night, or rush back to the city to have ourselves a nice meal. My thoughts? We should probably stop by that brewery there across from Selden’s Emporium. They have excellent barbecue during the summer.” Jelmay licked his lips. “Can you imagine some barbecue right now? The meat practically dripping off the bone, a nice spicy rub, or perhaps a savory seasoning, and a cold ale to go along with it. Mmm. Stop looking at me, fox, it’s not my fault my mouth is watering. And by Sunyata’s grace, thank you humans for figuring out such a clever way to cook meat!” 
 
    “Yokai can cook meat as well,” Kudzu reminded them. 
 
    “I know that, and you know that, but humans seem to have a knack for it. Their monetary system, their food, their poor gambling skills, and their music. What’s not to love?” 
 
    Rather than argue with the bakeneko, Kudzu raced ahead, Danzen moving to keep up with her. She kept her snout to the ground as they came to an area that he was increasingly familiar with, the stream nearby not so far from where they had first encountered Monobake, the yokai with shears on his head.  
 
    They were growing closer to Idzuma’s lake, Danzen still unsure of what he would do once they actually found the two runaways. Yato was right, they should at least feel it out now that they had come this far, but a part of him felt foolish for taking on this mission to begin with.  
 
    Especially when he had bigger tasks at hand. 
 
    The sky above was the color of blue that made him feel alive, the wind rustling through leaves of the trees adding a sense of calm to the Asura Forest, the fragrant smell of the water nearby like a mist over the area. They paused to drink, and as they did Danzen caught Kudzu watching a few fish move through the water, the white fox fixated on them. Jelmay noticed this and started to laugh. 
 
    “I love it when she’s hungry,” he told Yato.  
 
    With a huff, Kudzu continued on, her white tail in the air as she pressed just a bit closer to the ground. Suddenly alerted, she moved into a crouched position. Danzen stopped, Yato doing the same. Something was coming in their direction.  
 
    Yato stepped to the side, her back going to a large tree while Danzen crouched near the river bed, behind an enormous boulder with two flat sides. Making it clear that he wasn’t going to be part of any ambush, Jelmay shuffled off into the forest, while Kudzu took her place next to Danzen. 
 
    “They’re coming this way,” she told him. 
 
    Yato heard this as well, and offered Danzen a quick nod. 
 
    It was as if a gust of wind had moved past, Danzen barely catching the sight of a man holding a woman in his arms, the man running at full speed. His demon blood made him incredibly fast, which also allowed him to see things coming toward him, such as arrows, and other thrown objects. But the person who just moved in front of him seemed almost faster than that, and Danzen was going to need to act strategically if he planned to catch up with them.  
 
    He withdrew his Blade of Darkness and bolted toward what he had just seen, his aim at least twenty feet in front of the man and the woman. The trees provided enough shadow for Danzen to get some range with his weapon, and as he sliced through the air, he jumped, allowing the shadows to not only tear away a few limbs, but also cut a gap in the soil, causing the man to trip. 
 
    “Don’t move,” Danzen said as he slowed to a stop behind the two. 
 
    “What have you done to me?” the man asked, but Danzen had already forgotten about him for the time being as he made his way over to the woman. He tried to help her to her feet, but she swatted him away. 
 
    “Unhand me!” she screamed. 
 
    “Don’t you touch her!” 
 
    “Are you Tenan?” Danzen asked as his companions caught up to them. He turned to the woman. “Oyuun?” 
 
    “Did my father send you?” the man asked, his eyes widening with fear. 
 
    “No, Eva Yin sent me.” 
 
    “Madam Yin?” Oyuun asked, the stubborn look on the woman’s face softening to some degree. She was certainly beautiful, her lips flush with red, her hair with blonde streaks in it and pulled up into a bun, her ears pointed like Kudzu’s when the fox was in her human form. 
 
    “So, we found them,” Jelmay said as he sheathed his sword. “It’s about damn time. I was starting to think the fox here had an issue with her olfactory senses.” 
 
    “Please,” Kudzu said, barely able to stop from rolling her eyes. “You know better than to assume something like that.” 
 
    “Yokai?” Tenan asked, still unable to move due to Danzen’s command. 
 
    “At your service,” Jelmay said with a little bow. “You may call me Jelmay, and this one, she’s Kudzu. I don’t how many yokai you’ve met, but if we are your first, then congratulations.” 
 
    “Just…” Tenan started to breathe heavily again. “Just the one at the lake.” 
 
    “We should have stayed there,” Oyuun said.  
 
    “Are you crazy?” Tenan asked, his voice shifting to a harshness that had a caustic edge to it. “Did you see that thing?” 
 
    “We could have said something to it, we could have pleaded for it to let us stay the night.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Tenan said, the man with his father’s dark eyes and bushy brows, the air of someone who had routinely gotten his way. “That monster didn’t seem like it wanted to negotiate.” 
 
    “How are you moving like that?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “How are you able to move so quickly?”  
 
    “A Sunyata talisman, a powerful one,” Tenan said as he showed Danzen the bracelet on his wrist. It was a feminine bracelet adorned with jewels, one that certainly hadn’t been designed for a man. “It’s a family heirloom. My grandfather used it to start his business, and was able to move more quickly than his competitors.” 
 
    “Give me the bracelet.” 
 
    It was clear by Tenan’s facial expression that he wanted to protest his next action, but he couldn’t resist Danzen’s power. While sometimes a Sunyata talisman helped the wearer, Danzen had started to notice that there were differences between remnants and the powers they presented, some not presenting power at all. He wondered if this had something to do with where it had been in Sunyata, or what it had been used as in ancient times. 
 
    Tenan removed the bracelet and handed it to Danzen, who placed it in the inner pocket of his robes. “You can move now.” 
 
    Tenan relaxed the shoulder some; Oyuun immediately pushed past Jelmay and ran to the young man, squeezing her arms around his waist. “Please, don’t hurt us,” she said. “Please!” 
 
    “We’re not here to hurt you,” Danzen told them. “We’re here to talk.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    After briefly consulting with one another, Kudzu and Jelmay announced that it would be impossible for them to make it back by nightfall. As usual, Jelmay had no problem with this, but Kudzu thought it was best that they find a place to stay for the night. 
 
    “Who even said we would go back?” Tenan asked. “And I thought you wanted to talk to us about why we left in the first place.” 
 
    “We are going to talk,” Jelmay told him. “But we needed to decide how we would be talking, either running at our top speed, or relaxing somewhere… what about the shore of the lake?” 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” Oyuun said, a horrified expression painting across her face. “There’s a terrible monster that lives in those waters, a yokai, we saw it. Surely, you are joking. The yokai was large enough that there were trees growing out of its back.” 
 
    “That’s just Idzuma,” Jelmay said, shrugging away her concern, “and she’s a friend of ours. Well, not mine, but Pilgrim.” 
 
    “That’s who you are,” Oyuun said as she turned her attention to Danzen. “You’re Pilgrim?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Eva Yin told us about you after the last time you stopped by, after the fight.” 
 
    Danzen knew she was referring to the battle with Thane, and he could only imagine the rumors that had swirled around after. He hadn’t been given any strange looks in Chutham, which told him that Eva Yin had swept the situation under the rug to some degree. But that didn’t mean the pillowers hadn’t seen it play out, nor had they missed its aftermath. 
 
    “Eh, he gets around,” Jelmay told Oyuun, “and speaking of getting around, because the fox here is afraid of the woods at night, and you clearly don’t want to go to the lake, we will need to figure out another solution. Now, I have a friend, or I used to have a friend, who lived around here…” 
 
    “You can’t be referring to Monobake,” said Kudzu. “Please tell me that’s not who you’re referring to…” 
 
    “You are probably right; maybe we should just avoid him altogether. Bah, don’t worry about the yokai at the lake,” he told Oyuun. “While she doesn’t like me, she has a soft spot for Pilgrim over here. And if we stay at the lake, that means there will be fish…” 
 
    “We don’t have anything to cook it with,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “They don’t call me a master woodsman for nothing. Don’t you fret, fox, I’ll get a fire going. In fact…” He looked up at the trees. “No, we’re not going to be able to make an explosive.” 
 
    “What if we don’t want to go with you?” Tenan asked. 
 
    “Come with us for a night, and we will talk everything through,” Danzen said in his least threatening voice. “I would like to hear your side of the situation. We’ve heard your father’s side, and while she may not have told us as much as I would have liked, Eva Yin has also given us her perspective. She is concerned for you, Oyuun. Follow me.” 
 
    “Did you say explosive?” Kudzu asked as Danzen turned in the direction of the lake, Oyuun and Tenan obeying his Demon Speak command, Tenan still with his hand on the pillower’s waist. Soon, they were all walking together, Jelmay gathering items along the way and occasionally having Yato help him while he bickered with Kudzu.  
 
    It wasn’t much longer before they reached the lake, Idzuma and her child in the middle of the body of water, looking like a pair of misplaced islands. The aquatic yokai spotted them immediately and advanced toward the shoreline, Oyuun practically jumping into Tenan’s arms again once Idzuma arrived, her child behind her.  
 
    “Pilgrim?” Idzuma asked when she recognized him. “You have cut your hair.” 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    Idzuma’s heads examined Danzen for a moment, and then shifted to Yato and the two newcomers. 
 
    “They are with me,” Danzen said, which caused Idzuma’s child to playfully dip under the water and come out, producing a wave that nearly reached his feet. “We were asked by an acquaintance to find them.” 
 
    “They were trying to make love along my shoreline,” Idzuma said, the expression on all eight of her faces souring.  
 
    “That’s not true,” Tenan challenged her. “We were merely getting comfortable.” 
 
    “Ha! Is that what the kids are calling it these days?” Jelmay made his way over to Danzen so he could elbow him. “And if I recall, we still haven’t had the talk yet.” 
 
    “Have some respect,” Oyuun snapped, which caused Jelmay to stand straight for a moment, his whiskers all shooting out at once. “I’m pregnant.”  
 
    It wasn’t long before Jelmay was practically roaring with laughter. “You can’t make this stuff up! You can’t make it up!” 
 
    While Idzuma’s child seemed to find Jelmay comical, Idzuma clearly didn’t. She pressed closer to the shoreline, all eight of her heads lifting back and then moving closer to Jelmay, which caused him to get to his feet and wipe the sand off his furry legs, his ears lowering. 
 
    “Sorry about that. I definitely don’t want to be eaten by an orachi,” Jelmay said under his breath. 
 
    “You can stay here as long as the bakeneko behaves himself,” one of Idzuma’s heads informed them. “And while I don’t normally allow this, you all may have some of the fish as well. In fact, perhaps my daughter, Kayray, will catch some for you.” As soon as she said this, the young orachi dove into the lake, her flippers sending up a frothy splash to the shoreline. 
 
    “Are you fine with this?” Tenan asked Oyuun. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “It will have to do for the night. We can’t go back there.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen soon learned why Oyuun was so adamant about not returning: Tenan’s father had made threats against her life when he found out his son was having relations with one of Eva Yin’s pillowers, and she was as good as dead as she returned, which confirmed what Eva Yin had said. This was why they had run away in the first place, but as the discussion continued, it became clear there was another reason. With an arranged marriage and even an arranged concubine, two children as well, Tenan was unhappy. He never had any control over his life, and while an argument could have been made that he’d had everything given to him, Danzen related to his reasoning. 
 
    Sometimes, he felt the same way. 
 
    It hadn’t been his choice to be of human and demon blood, nor, if he’d been given the option, would he likely have asked to be left at the Diyu Brotherhood. From that point forward, he had become their soldier, and what followed was a life that many couldn’t have fathomed, one of ups and downs, much of it locked away somewhere inside Danzen’s head only to replay itself when the situation arose, the memory sparked. Going a bit further, Danzen had discovered who he actually was, his blood relatives making his life much more complicated than it needed to be, from his father’s tasks, to his mother’s ulterior motive, to the question of their real relationship. 
 
    Danzen could sympathize with Tenan, even though they had vastly different backgrounds, and he felt for Oyuun. She was a glorified indentured servant, one given up as a child to Eva Yin, and while she was talented to the point that she didn’t perform the same role as other pillowers, and she may one day take over the business, that didn’t make her any different than her peers, especially in the eyes of the public. 
 
    “But you have children,” Yato told Tenan at one point, while Jelmay handled the fish that Kayray had brought up for him. The bakeneko wasn’t quite the woodsman he claimed to be, but he had figured out a way to get a fire started, one where he harvested for hot stones to cook the fish underground by wrapping them in large setsen leaves.  
 
    “And I have another child on the way,” said Tenan. “Oyuun is three months along, she told you earlier.” 
 
    “I’m just starting to show, but not enough to catch Madam Yin’s attention. She has been quite busy as of late with her illness.” 
 
    Jelmay took his sword off and dropped it onto the shoreline. He plopped down in front of the hole he had dug, which was now covered in hot rocks, an exhausted look on his face. “It shouldn’t be long now. You’re all going to love this.” 
 
    Once Tenan and Oyuun finished both of their explanations, and the reasonings behind their choices, the two looked to Danzen as if he would have a solution. But he didn’t, which was why he eventually shifted it back onto their shoulders: “The two of you are going to have to make a decision, and we will go along with whatever you’d like, you have my word. But I can’t decide for you; I wish I had a better answer for you both. Let’s have some food, rest, and hopefully by this time tomorrow, everything will make more sense than it does now,” he told them. “Hopefully.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen and his companions gave Tenan and Oyuun privacy that night, Jelmay making two fires, one for them to enjoy and another several hundred yards away for the ‘lovebirds,’ as he liked to call them. Sitting before the fire now, stars reflecting off the subtle waves of the lake, Idzuma and her child, Kayray, back in the middle of the water for the night, Kudzu sparked up a conversation that she’d been meaning to have with Jelmay. 
 
    “What do you know about yatagarasu?” she asked, the white fox now with her head placed on her two front paws, the bright flames dancing across her eyes. 
 
    “The three-legged raven?” Jelmay stopped picking at his teeth for a moment and looked at her. “What about it?” 
 
    “You haven’t noticed?” 
 
    “Noticed a yatagarasu?” Jelmay’s whisker started to droop, his eyebrows drawing together, accented by the fire. “I… I will admit that I have. Just once.” 
 
    “Following Pilgrim, right?” 
 
    Jelmay nodded.  
 
    If Yato was wondering what a yatagarasu was, she didn’t say anything, the young assassin remaining quiet, her usual curiosity dampened for the time being. 
 
    “The yatagarasu is working with Shodren,” Kudzu said. “She’s been watching us.” 
 
    “I haven’t seen it but the one time, and that must have been weeks ago,” Jelmay told her.  
 
    “Is it really that bad?” Danzen asked. “If the yatagarasu is with my mother, does this mean that it is on our side? You must know the story of Jimmu and his clan, how the raven saved them by leading them to the mountains outside of Sainshand.”  
 
    “Everyone knows that story,” Jelmay said. “Humans love to tell it.” 
 
    Mention of these mountains, where the Diyu Brotherhood was located, sparked a reel of memories of Danzen’s childhood. They were rarely given the time to explore, but on a few occasions he had ventured out on his own, he had actually seen the statue dedicated to the yatagarasu. 
 
    The memory seemed to have been sparked by the fire, Danzen remembering the night that he had spent in those mountains, and how the flames had created an illusion using the statue of a giant bird, its shadow cast across the face of an opposing peak. 
 
    “I don’t know if it’s bad or not,” Jelmay said when he didn’t respond, “but the yatagarasu only appear when changes are afoot, be it good or bad. I didn’t know that it was consorting with Mother Pilgrim, however, which is certainly something, if not worrisome.” 
 
    “I tried to follow it several times in the Panchen Mountains,” Kudzu said, “but it was always able to lose me. They are quite clever, you know.” 
 
    “Clever is an understatement,” Jelmay said. “But I’m glad you brought this to my attention. Just another thing for me to fret about. I like to eat when I worry.” 
 
    “Then you must be worried a lot,” Kudzu said, which elicited a laugh from Yato. 
 
    “I set you up for that one,” Jelmay admitted. 
 
    “You really did.” 
 
    The conversation shifted to a lighter topic, Jelmay telling Yato of his exploits in the past, some of the ways he had taken advantage of humans, occasionally conjuring groans from Kudzu. As they spoke, Danzen ventured away from the fire to get a few logs to keep it going for the night. He saw a faint glow of Tenan and Oyuun’s fire, the two seated, both looking out at the water, which made Danzen want to do the same. 
 
    It would be a nice way to rest. 
 
    After placing the logs, Danzen approached the shoreline, far enough away from the two that they would still maintain their privacy. He sat with his back to the fire and closed his eyes, everything illuminated on the inside of his eyelids, rimmed in light purple. It was truly a beautiful setting, and the sounds of the water lulled him to sleep, Danzen resting on his side. As always, Astra and his Blade of Darkness were next to him, and had someone dared approach him, they would have quickly found themselves on the wrong end of one of his weapons. 
 
    But they were safe along the shoreline, the yokai in the area knowing better than to disturb them, especially with Idzuma so close by. 
 
    The wind whistling over the water provided a nice melody to Danzen’s dreams, which saw him once again at the steps of the Diyu Brotherhood, the climb ahead, a fog obscuring the top. What was up there? And why did he always find himself here? 
 
    He awoke with a simple answer: the steps of the Brotherhood was where his journey had begun, and even though he would never be able to remember his mother leaving him there, it set him up for a life of bloodshed and carnage, one where he hadn’t ever truly known companionship until he gave it all up. 
 
    Not quite a revelation, but something. 
 
    It was still early, a mist hovering over the waters as Danzen began to bend his echo, using the replica short sword that Nomin had traded him. Even though it was the exact same, he couldn’t help but think of it as a replica in his head, and he was glad that he was able to give her the blade back.  
 
    She deserved the original. 
 
    Danzen thought of waking Yato, but she seemed to be sleeping peacefully, Jelmay lying on his back a few feet away from her and snoring, Kudzu curled up into a fluffy white ball.  
 
    The morning sun became his inspiration as he carefully moved his blade forward, the tension running from his core letting him know that Sunyata was alive and well within him. He withdrew Astra, and got into a common wide-legged stance utilized by people wielding two swords. He practiced cross slashing with his eyes closed, imagining he was cutting into a wall of light-purple energy that drained into the tip of his blades every time he reset his stance. His environment outlined on the inside of his eyelids, Danzen turned in Tenan and Oyuun’s direction, where he noticed a darkness hovering over them. 
 
    He opened his eyes and sheathed his blades.  
 
    The two appeared to be resting along the shoreline, but something was off, and with his eyes shut he saw it once again, a darkness hovering over them. 
 
    Danzen quietly made his way over to the two, his hand on the grip of his famed boomerang sword as he approached, where he noticed a pool of blood seeping into the sand around them. The glint of metal caught his eye, Jelmay’s sword. 
 
    Danzen turned and whistled, knowing that it would wake Yato and Kudzu. By the time they reached him, he had already come to understand what had happened here.  
 
    “No,” Kudzu said, the white fox several paces ahead of Yato. “By Sunyata…” 
 
    Oyuun and Tenan had committed suicide. 
 
    They had made their decision, and Danzen couldn’t help but feel that he had some part in this. After all, he had been the one to tell them that it was up to the two of them to decide how they would go forward, and it was within his power to stop them from doing something like this using his Demon Speak ability. 
 
    Once again, Danzen found himself in the position that he had been in not so long ago, after his father had called for Minjin to come to him. Danzen was yet again going to be responsible for delivering a carcass, but this time there would be two of them. 
 
    And even worse, his father had won yet again, Diyu growing stronger by two more souls. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen clenched his fists together, remembering that Oyuun had been pregnant.  
 
    He tuned Kudzu and Yato out for a moment as he took note of what happened, several scenarios running through his head. It became clear to him through his examination that Tenan had killed himself first, Oyuun second. He based this on the fact that the pillower still was gripping the weapon, and he wondered how much she had suffered in the end. It wasn’t unheard of for someone to commit suicide by driving a sword into their stomach, but it wasn’t easy, and not only did one have to fight the will to live, but they also needed to know how to do it to die quickly, rather than simply rupturing an organ and dying slowly with excruciating pain. Whenever it happened, it had been several hours ago, when everyone had been asleep. 
 
    One of them had known the technique for ending one’s life through suicide, and looking at the two, Danzen knew it had been Oyuun. It was something Eva Yin would have likely taught her pillowers, at least the ones she’d raised, just in case it was something they needed to do. Strange as it was, there was a certain level of control of one’s life that they gave up in the sex trade, and being the ultimate decider of one’s own death would have been a reward to some, a path Danzen knew many had taken before. 
 
    Live fast, die young at your own hand. 
 
    “This is for you,” Danzen said as he reached his hand to the front of his robes and retrieved the bracelet that Tenan had worn, the Sunyata talisman that had given the man his incredible speed. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Yato asked. 
 
    “Because of your gauntlets, you should affix it somewhere else, perhaps around your ankle, which will also allow you to hide it to some degree. Tenan no longer has a need for it, and his father will never know the difference.” 
 
    “What the hell? Argh, by the grace of Sunyata…” Jelmay came to them, his shoulders dropping, ears flattening.  
 
    “They did it with your sword,” Kudzu scolded him. “You should have taken better care of it!” 
 
    “I didn’t think…” Jelmay crouched down before the bodies, shook his head, and then retrieved his weapon and its scabbard. “I didn’t think it was something they would do, at least not Tenan. Oyuun, sure, but he had a future already set for him with money to back it up.” The bakeneko shook his head. “Humans.” 
 
    Kudzu didn’t press him any further, and after Jelmay cleaned his sword, he turned back to the three of them, hanging his head to some degree. “Well? What now?” he asked. 
 
    “We take the bodies to Chutham,” Danzen said. “We will have Eva Yin deal with them from there, and I will stop by Luran’s place before we finally head home.” 
 
    Danzen saw Idzuma approaching out of the corner of his eye, her child behind her. She lowered all eight of her heads once she reached the shoreline, the gargantuan yokai intuiting what had happened. While cooking last night, she had learned of their story, what they were running away from. Now, Tenan and Oyuun’s running had come to a dead end. 
 
    “You may bury them here if you’d like,” one of her heads said.  
 
    “Thank you,” Danzen told her, “but I believe we will take them back to Chutham, to their families.” 
 
    Like Danzen, Oyuun didn’t really have a family, just Eva Yin, and the pillowers she worked alongside. But as Danzen had learned in his time with Jelmay and Kudzu, and now with Yato, family didn’t always mean blood relatives. It was important that she be with her people. 
 
    “Very well,” Idzuma said. “I look forward to your return.” 
 
    Danzen was going to be the one responsible for carrying the bodies, and to make it easier, he gave Yato his Blade of Darkness, which she strapped to her back. They left the lake after Jelmay kicked away the ash of the campfire, Danzen with Oyuun on one shoulder, and Tenan on the other. To prevent too much blood from seeping from the wound on their stomachs, Danzen had used Kudzu’s robes to wrap around their bodies, which worked to some degree. But this didn’t completely prevent seepage, especially as their bodies ground into Danzen’s muscled trapezius. 
 
    This didn’t bother him. He could always replace his robes, and he was certain that Eva Yin would have a spare set, aside from the ones that he had in the things that were currently being stored at her pleasure house.  
 
    As he walked, Kudzu at his side, Jelmay behind her, and Yato at the front, the young assassin occasionally tested the speed that the Sunyata talisman had given her. While she did so, Danzen thought about the choice that Tenan and Oyuun had made. Should he have told them something different? Having known what they had in store for them, was the path they had chosen actually better? After all, they could be united for good in Diyu, although, Danzen didn’t know if that was the kind of place one would like to unite with a loved one. This got him thinking further, to the point that he wondered if his father had somehow played a role in any of this. Surely, Tengir Gantulga knew what was happening to some degree, and this then begged the question as to if he knew what Danzen was planning, that he wanted to rebuild Sunyata. 
 
    While Tengir Gantulga seemed omnipotent, was he able to perceive everything that happened? Everything that was said? For the time being, Danzen assumed that he wasn’t. He felt as if his father would have surely made his opinion known to him by now regarding the choices he was making. Still, he couldn’t put it past Tengir Gantulga to simply appear on the shoreline and encourage the two, or for that matter, instruct them to kill themselves. 
 
    It wasn’t the first time Danzen shook his head during the walk back to Chutham, his thoughts poisonous bubbles in his head that popped from time to time.  
 
    Another thing he could have done to smooth things out for the two of them would have been to offer his services, to Pilgrim-wash people like Tenan’s father. He knew his power wouldn’t work on Eva Yin, but she wasn’t the one who would have called for Oyuun’s death. This got him thinking what would have happened if they had returned and things had played out the way that the two lovers apparently thought they would, that Luran would have had Oyuun killed. A turf war would be in order from that point forward, one that may have had a ripple effect through Chutham, forcing people to choose sides, the aftermath of a forbidden love. 
 
    Killing themselves wasn’t the answer, especially if they could have headed west, but Danzen understood why the two considered it the easiest solution. He only wished that there was something he could have done or said to ease their suffering, even if it involved Danzen having to kill them himself. He knew the pain of an abdominal wound, having been stabbed several times in the past. 
 
    He had the scars to prove it. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen was always prepared for encounters, but he was still surprised to see a dozen or so hainu suddenly step out of the forest, more coming down from the trees above, their wings flapping as they settled. He didn’t know how many there were in total, but it was clear that they were now surrounded, the winged dogs salivating, ready for a fight. 
 
    He saw the two that had gotten away, including the one he stabbed front and center, but there was a different hainu with him, one with tufts of gray hair across his body, and a tail that had been nipped off. 
 
    The true leader of the pack. 
 
    The alpha dog stepped forward, just as Jelmay withdrew his sword, and Yato went for Danzen’s Blade of Darkness. It made sense that she would know how to yield it considering she had trained with the spearman known as Sonin. 
 
    “As we told your pooches last time,” Jelmay said, which may not have been the best way to start this conversation, “we’re just passing through.” 
 
    Kudzu began to growl. “We don’t want any trouble.” 
 
    “Yet you’ve killed two of my children,” the older dog said, which inspired a series of barks and howls from the rest of his pack. “And apparently, two of your own. What is the meaning of this? Why are you carrying two human bodies?” He sniffed the air. “Why does the female smell familiar?” 
 
    “As we were telling your guard pups,” Jelmay said, “we were searching for these two. And the smell is the oil, or makeup, or whatever she uses. Or used. She’s dead now.” 
 
    “And she was with child,” the older hainu said. He lowered his eyes to some degree, and Danzen saw from that gesture that the alpha hainu was more intelligent than the winged dogs around him, especially the two that had escaped the previous day, both itching for a fight. 
 
    “It’s really not as crazy as it looks,” Jelmay explained. “Well, maybe it is. Basically, these two were star-crossed lovers, or whatever—you know how humans are—and they tried to disappear together. Rather than go back to civilization and face their families, they decide to take their own lives instead.” 
 
    “How do we know you didn’t kill them?” the black dog next to the leader of the pack asked. This elicited more barks from those that had gathered around him, a few flapping their wings and lifting several feet into the air.  
 
    Danzen still hadn’t withdrawn his blade. With a body over each shoulder, to do so would force him to place them both on the ground, something he wasn’t ready to do yet. But he could summon his gauntleted weapons if necessary, especially if one of the hainu decided to come at him from the sky. 
 
    “We have no reason to kill these humans,” Kudzu said. “We are simply doing a friend a favor.”  
 
    “With a pack as large as that, at least a few of you must be friends, you must understand where we’re coming from, you know, what it’s like to help a friend,” Jelmay said. “And really, doesn’t anyone know Usagi around here? That name used to mean something in this forest! It used to carry weight behind it.” 
 
    “Usagi?” the lead dog asked.  
 
    “So, you do know him. Wait, do you like him, or do you dislike the rabbit? Because I can go either way here. You just tell me how you want to do this, Lord of the Dogs.” 
 
    “You may call me Galzo.” One of the dogs next to Galzo tried to say something, but he quickly snapped his jaw at him, silencing the other canine. 
 
    “I’ll call you anything you want as long as things don’t get uglier. And you never answered my question about Usagi: what are your thoughts on our little jade rabbit friend?” 
 
    “What are your thoughts?” 
 
    Jelmay smiled. “I have plenty of thoughts, but I asked you first.” 
 
    “I would like to know your thoughts as well.” 
 
    “But I asked you first,” Jelmay repeated. “Come on, Galzo, throw me a bone here. Or, maybe I could throw you a bone, ha! Pilgrim? Care to hack one of their arms off? I’m kidding, that’s gruesome, uncalled for, please don’t do that. Stop glaring at me like that, fox. I’m finding it hard to handle their deaths and I’m trying to do so through dark comedy, which isn’t working when you don’t laugh.” 
 
    Kudzu took a step forward, her tail slightly arched in the air. “We have a… working relationship with Usagi. Sometimes it works for us, sometimes it works against us.” 
 
    Galzo stared long and hard at the white fox, and for a moment Danzen was on the verge of summoning his blades, not able to interpret the way the alpha hainu was looking at her. But then Galzo started to laugh, and as he started to laugh, the rest of his pack started to laugh, which was loud and a bit jarring, Danzen not yet sure if this was a kind of surprise attack or not. 
 
    “Usagi, Usagi, the damn rabbit,” Galzo finally said. 
 
    “If I had a thousand kip for every time I said something along those lines…” Jelmay began counting his claws. “I don’t know what it would add up to, but I’d be a lot richer than I already am. Speaking of which, if we need to, ahem, buy our passage, that could be arranged. Although, I don’t know what a bunch of winged dogs would do with money. I’m sure there’s something. You can’t morph into humans, can you?” 
 
    “Not all of us,” Galzo said, which Danzen found intriguing. Some yokai, like Kudzu and Jelmay, seemed to morph with little or no trouble. Others stayed in their base forms, and still others could perhaps morph, yet he hadn’t seen them do so, like Bawa the fox, and maybe Kikikaki. “But yes, I share the same feelings of Usagi as you. A necessary evil.” 
 
    “I don’t even know how necessary of an evil he is these days,” Jelmay said. “You know, if you think about it, it is surprising that such a little punk of a rabbit wielded so much power in the Asura Forest. I mean, it’s like someone is trying to force a lesson on us about size not mattering, something like that. But yes, fine, a necessary evil, I can halfway agree with that. We’re still a little angry about what happened the last time we interacted with him.” 
 
    “Which was?” 
 
    “He asked us to handle a demon bear,” Kudzu said quickly, “which we did by killing it. Usagi didn’t tell us that by ‘handle’ he merely wanted us to drive it away. He then blasted us for killing it, only to work with us later to clear out a hive of yamachichi.” 
 
    “That was you? I was wondering who had decided to deal with the yamachichi that had appeared,” said the alpha dog. “Regarding Usagi: he had spoken to me about the demon bear as well and asked me to handle it too, claiming he could give me something that would be within my, within our, best interest. I declined. The rabbit is full of trickery, and he likely wanted the onikuma dead, but preferred that the four of you take the blame.” 
 
    “There were only three of us at the time,” Jelmay chimed in, “but you are probably right. Here’s a thought: how about all of you aim your anger at Usagi? Give the little rabbit hell courtesy of your favorite bakeneko.” 
 
    “Hainu don’t traditionally associate with bakeneko,” Galzo said. 
 
    “And bakeneko don’t traditionally associate with demon-blooded assassins on a redemption quest the likes of which the world has never known leading to a scenario in which we could see Sunyata being rebuilt in the end. Yet here I am.” 
 
    “Rebuild Sunyata?” Galzo asked, his tone of voice telling Danzen that the statement had piqued his interest. 
 
    “Someone has to do it,” Jelmay nodded toward Danzen, “and you are looking at the man, the myth, the legend, the former assassin, the… well, he used to have long-hair so ‘long-haired demon spawner’ doesn’t quite apply, but you get the point. Pilgrim, meet Galzo.” 
 
    The dog shifted his gaze to Danzen. “You do have demon blood.” 
 
    “I do. My father is Tengir Gantulga.” 
 
    Some of the other dogs murmured at the mention of this name. 
 
    “And my mother is a nun named Shodren Ravja, who has recently joined me here in the valley.” 
 
    “Yes, at the monastery. It has grown quite lively.” 
 
    “Are we talking about the same place?” Jelmay asked Galzo. “The abandoned monastery on the hill?” 
 
    “Yes, the monastery at the start of the Panchen Mountains. People have started to attend services there.” 
 
    “That totally makes sense; Mother Pilgrim would certainly like to turn it into what it is actually supposed to be,” Jelmay said after thinking it through. “You really shouldn’t have given her the keys to that place, Pilgrim. It’s going to be crawling with villagers.” 
 
    “And it is your goal to rebuild Sunyata?” Galzo asked, ignoring Jelmay for the time being. 
 
    “It is,” Danzen said. “We have already collected two rather large remnants, which are being held at the nunnery outside of Odval.”  
 
    “Yes, I know the place.” 
 
    “And we have come back here to meet with Abbot Monpo, and ask him how we should go about collecting more, and where we should store them. I believe he will tell us to store them here, somewhere in Genshin Valley, perhaps at the fox shrine. But then we have to figure out how to transport them here, and where to find more.” 
 
    “There are always ways, and Abbot Monpo would know them, sure,” Galzo told him. “I may know of some as well, so once you have spoken to him, come find me.” 
 
    “Does this mean you’re letting us go?” Jelmay asked, his whiskers lifting with the light. “Not that I’m not enjoying this conversation or anything, but I just thought you were being friendly before you inevitably attacked us. To be brutally honest with you, I’m hungry, I haven’t had breakfast, I saw some dead bodies this morning, and I’m definitely not in the mood to fight. I’d rather just get back to Chutham—” 
 
    “—Quiet,” Kudzu said, who had had enough of Jelmay’s nervous chatter. 
 
    “Yes, you may pass,” said Galzo. “And when the time comes, we will meet and discuss transporting these remnants. I should tell you now: it won’t be easy, and a mutual friend of ours will likely need to get involved if you indeed plan to begin moving remnants to the Valley.” 
 
    “Usagi again?” Kudzu asked. “How? Why?”  
 
    “That’s exactly what I want to know,” Jelmay said, “but every time I need something done in the Asura Forest and it involves yokai, I end up going to Usagi. He’s just the guy that we have to go to. And he will be expecting a gift considering we’ve traveled back from the west.” Jelmay bobbed his head left and right as he considered this. “I didn’t pick up any souvenirs. Lady Pilgrim?” 
 
    “Just the one,” she said, gesturing toward her ankle. 
 
    “You can’t give that to him. He wouldn’t even know what to do with it. We’ll figure out something. We may have to buy something in Chutham to eventually give him, and claim it was from Odval. He’s a sucker for things like that, little gifts.” 
 
    “Yes, he is,” Galzo said, a pained expression in his face, one that clearly spelled out how many times the alpha hainu had dealt with the infamous jade rabbit of the Asura Forest. “But you can cross that bridge when the time comes. For now, we will let you continue your journey. And I look forward to meeting you again, Pilgrim.” 
 
    The pack of winged dogs parted, a few of them wagging their tails as Danzen and his companions passed through, the city of Chutham within their reach.

  

 
   
    Part Nine 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    To prevent themselves from having to move through Chutham with a pair of dead bodies, Jelmay stayed in the Asura Forest with Kudzu, ‘where yokai belonged,’ according to the bakeneko. This left Danzen and Yato went to fetch Eva Yin’s men. The explanation of the joint suicide nearly caused her to lose control over her form, Eva Yin eventually excusing herself to her office. Planning to avoid a war between the madam and Tenan’s father, Danzen also visited the rich man’s estate and recalibrated his mind, letting him know that the body would be delivered shortly, and refraining from using his Demon Speak to tell Luran that this was his fault to some degree.  
 
    He had already lost his son, there was no need to rub it in. 
 
    It wasn’t a complicated plan. Jelmay and Kudzu would hand off the bodies and travel through the forest afterward, while Danzen and Yato took the road between Chutham and Suja Village, the goal being for the four of them to meet up later at his monastery, which would only leave them separated for a short time. 
 
    As the pair walked along the dirt road, Yato and Danzen keeping several paces behind a merchant in a canvas-covered wagon, Danzen remembered his first encounter with the unique species known as yokai on this very pathway. He would never forget the nozuchi, the worm-like yokai capable of killing a man, and how he had dispatched them with his boomerang sword.  
 
    A taste of what was to come. 
 
    Now, he had new weapons, new companions, and a new outlook on life, a goal that while potentially unattainable was worth a shot. There really was a difference between the Danzen then, and the man who currently walked alongside his first student, with more power than he’d ever had before, and the ability, after so many years, to better deal with the fallout of breaking skin. 
 
    The merchant in front of them eventually stopped at a roadside shack near one of the garrisons, where a mother and her son sold meat pies and baked dumplings. Once Danzen and Yato got ahead of the merchant, far enough away now that the man wouldn’t be able to see them, Danzen turned to Yato. 
 
    “Let’s test out your new talisman,” he told her. “Try to keep up.” 
 
    Even though Danzen was carrying much of their gear, which he had picked up from Eva Yin’s place, it still wasn’t heavy enough to slow him down as he took a few running steps forward and shifted into his top human pace. He jumped into the air, higher than some of the nearby trees as he sailed forward. Once he landed, Danzen turned to see Yato, about seventy feet away from him. 
 
    The young assassin darted toward him and quickly got ahead of Danzen. It was a mere flash at the back of his mind, but once again, Danzen felt his inner predator spark up as he watched her take off, the former assassin always one to track something moving as if it were his prey. But that was who he was, and it was instinctual by this point, to always be on the hunt, to always maintain one’s combat composure. 
 
    He caught up with her, the two running parallel to one another until Danzen leaped into the air, much higher than Yato could jump. She was able to reach him as he landed, just about the point where they came to another garrison. 
 
    The pair slowed. 
 
    “It’s incredible,” Yato said, slightly catching her breath. She wasn’t as winded as she should have been after something like that, yet it did seem to have some physiological effect on her. “I can’t wait to try it out in combat.” 
 
    “We will have to practice with it first,” Danzen said. “Speed isn’t always as important as good form and a clear mind.” 
 
    Yato let her dark hair down and pulled it back, tying it off into a ponytail once again as they walked. “But it will definitely give me an advantage, right?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    He hadn’t quite let his guard down; he knew that an ambush could take place at any time, his hand always ready to withdraw his boomerang sword and launch it into the air. Anyone they encountered could be suspect as well, such as the two armed men walking in their direction, clearly making their way to the garrison, both potential enemies. The soldiers had wooden shields, and Danzen even visualized himself shouldering into one of them to throw the man off his feet while he threw Astra out to the side, a cut designed to graze across the exposed part of the second soldier’s upper arm, forcing him to drop his weapon. 
 
    It was always there, calculations as to how he would defend himself in any given situation, and no matter how far Danzen moved away from the path of an assassin, it was something he would never be able to shake.  
 
    This was who he was. 
 
    The heat and humidity of the valley set it apart from Odval and the north, Danzen with his sleeves rolled up, Yato going for a strip of fabric to wrap around her forehead to collect sweat. He can only imagine how hot his monastery would be that night, but there was always the hill outside, which generally benefited from a cool breeze. 
 
    This got Danzen thinking about where Yato would stay, the humble space of his monastery growing increasingly smaller. He didn’t know how much longer his mother would be living with him, especially after the conversation Danzen planned to have with her, so maybe a solution would naturally present itself. But there was also the possibility that a remodel was in order, a way to build rooms into the main prayer space to provide privacy. 
 
    Time would tell. 
 
    They reached Suja Village’s First District, which was bustling as always, numerous people enjoying the nearby lake, vendors selling everything from wooden swords to candy, a leisurely atmosphere in the air. A man with his face painted white came to them, Danzen just about to draw his weapon when the man threw up some confetti and began dancing, fishing for a tip. 
 
    Yato gave him a small amount from the kip she had won from Jelmay and they moved on. 
 
    “It looked like you were going to stab him for a moment there…” 
 
    “Sorry. I’m on edge.” 
 
    “Why?” Yato asked as she took a look around. “Everything seems peaceful at the moment.” 
 
    “You know why.” 
 
    Yato nodded. “Right, that makes sense. Still, it’s a lot more lively here than I expected it would be. I’ve never been this far out, you know. I don’t think most people have.” 
 
    “You are not wrong there, and we still have about an hour to go. Hungry?” 
 
    “I could eat something, but I can wait as well. I’m not Jelmay,” she said with a sly smile. 
 
    “In that case, we will stop by the tavern in the Third District.” 
 
    It had been sometime since he’d visited Suja Raksi Hall, which was evident in the surprise on Zorya the barmaid’s face when Danzen and Yato stepped inside, the familiar haunt just as he remembered it—a bit dark, cavernous, and reeking of booze. 
 
    “Pilgrim, my lord,” Zorya said, the short woman with her hair done up in a black bandanna the same color as her apron. “Your usual seat?” 
 
    Upon confirmation, Zorya led them to the back of the tavern, where Danzen took a spot that allowed him to see both the patrons seated around the bar, and anyone who may enter. 
 
    “It’s too hot for stew, but we do have a cold noodle soup that you may like,” she said. “It’s one of my favorites.” 
 
    “Two of those,” Danzen told the barmaid.  
 
    “And to drink?” 
 
    “Two small ales.” 
 
    Zorya stepped away, and as soon as she was gone, Mansukh, who had been seated at the bar, stopped by Danzen’s table. The shop owner, whose sixteen-year-old daughter, Yeni, was quite fond of Danzen, cleared his throat as he said hello. “I was wondering where you had run off to,” he told Danzen. 
 
    “How is Gempachi?” 
 
    “My uncle? Ha! He’s in Arsi now, believe it or not. Got tired of the heat here and figured it would be cooler near the river.” Mansukh, whose face was red from alcohol, offered Yato a cracked smile. “I see you have company.” 
 
    “I’m his student,” Yato said. 
 
    “Student? What are you teaching her exactly?” Mansukh snorted. “Sorry, I’m a little drunk. Yeni is running the store for today, and I’m here with some of the guys…” He motioned toward the bar. “Trying to survive the heat. You know how it goes.” He belched. “Apologies.” 
 
    “How is Pancha?” Danzen asked.  
 
    It was something he had been meaning to check on, especially after the stableman had lost six family members, all of whom had their breaths sucked away by the yamachichi. Last Danzen had heard, Pancha was still recovering at Elder Sonders’ home. The event had really hit him hard. 
 
    “Pancha is better now, back with his wife and granddaughter. She’s getting taller, you know, little Enkhmaa. It’s both amazing and sad to see them grow up, to think that we all started that way. Listen to me, rambling on like a hermit who has been cooped up in the mountains over a long winter. How are you? How have you been?” 
 
    “I’ve been well.” 
 
    Zorya returned with two small ales. “Your soups will be ready shortly,” she said, the look on her face indicating that she would help move Mansukh along if Danzen wanted privacy. He waved her away. It was important for him to get an update on the village.  
 
    Loose-lipped drunks were an excellent source of information, and it wasn’t long before Mansukh was telling them how Shedrup was really whipping his militia into shape, that he was suspicious of some of the men he had hired, a few outsiders from the west, and a couple men who weren’t exactly shining members of the community. Mansukh finally left their table when the soups came, the shop owner hobbling back over to the bar where one of his friends presented him with a fresh flagon of ale. 
 
    Danzen looked around the tavern, a rare grin taking shape on his face. 
 
    It was good to be home. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The final leg of the journey had Danzen feeling elated. Maybe it was the ale, or the fact that he was finally back to where his new life had started, but there was certainly a bit of pep in his step that normally wasn’t there as they approached the bottom of the hill, his monastery at the top, Jelmay’s home in the woods beyond. 
 
    He heard voices, which had an effect of dampening his elation to some degree.  
 
    “What do you think it is?” Yato asked as she looked up the hill, the pair not quite able to see what was happening at the top. 
 
    “There’s only one way to find out.” 
 
    Danzen climbed the hill to find that his monastery was quite lively, at least a dozen or so people moving in and out of the main prayer space, food set up outside on the table, new paint on the exterior and ornamental details now added to the door frames, his two lion dogs seated out front, both stationary. 
 
    “If it isn’t the man, the myth, the legend, the…” Dalan the hermit lifted his arms out wide as he came toward Danzen and Yato. 
 
    “Jelmay?” Yato asked. 
 
    “Alive and in the flesh. What took you two so long?” 
 
    “Tavern,” Danzen said. 
 
    “Ah, makes sense. Well, as you can see, Mother Pilgrim has been busy around here,” Jelmay as Dalan told him. “Very busy.” 
 
    “Where’s Kudzu?” Danzen asked, but he already knew the answer to this question. Kudzu wasn’t one to be social, especially with the villagers. 
 
    “The fox could be anywhere by now,” Jelmay as Dalan said, “but I suspect she’s sulking wherever she is. She was not happy to see your monastery so lively.” 
 
    “Pilgrim?” Sarnai asked, who was joined by her husband, Khamdo the carpenter. Their child was crawling around on a blanket near them, looked after by someone Danzen didn’t recognize. Other villagers began to turn to him, and as they did, Shodren emerged from the monastery. 
 
    “You have returned,” she said, her eyes tracing over her son, and from there to Yato, stopping on the gauntlets wrapped around her arms. While many people didn’t know that these were weapons, Shodren had been given a demonstration from Danzen on his own gauntleted blades before, and she recognized the pieces immediately. Something about the way she returned her gaze to Danzen told him that she understood, at least partly, that Yato shared some similarities with him. 
 
    “We were just wrapping up here,” Shodren began to say, also intuiting that Danzen was not excited to come home and see some of the people gathered around his home. “I have been giving teachings, you should know…” 
 
    “I can see that.” 
 
    “But perhaps we can discuss that once everyone is gone. Yes, in private. I will let them know that we shall be wrapping up for the day. Besides, it will get dark sooner rather than later, and I don’t want anyone walking back to the village at night.” 
 
    As Shodren began making her announcements, Danzen moved into his monastery to see that the ceiling had been entirely repainted, that there were cushions out and small wooden stands to place texts for people seated on the cushions. Hanging from the walls were religious tapestries, the inside surprisingly cool, likely due to the windows being open, as well as the back door, which created somewhat of a dog run between the opposite sides of the space. Once he was in his bedroom, Yato staying in the main chamber, Danzen placed some of his weapons on the rack, keeping his famed boomerang blade with him. As always, Astra rarely left his side. 
 
    Shodren had taken over his bedroom space, her robes hung from a clothes rack she’d likely had Khamdo make her, various texts on small wooden stands around her bed, as well as a few essential elements that he’d seen back at the nunnery, most notably the setup to make incense sticks. She had apparently been crafting candles as well, evident in the crate of wax and wicks stacked next to the door. 
 
    Danzen wasn’t quite angry, but he was certainly annoyed. Then again, what should he have expected in leaving his mother, a nun, at a monastery while he ventured away for a few weeks? Still, he couldn’t help but feel that she was overstepping her boundaries, and with the heat he felt from the assassins, and his demonic brother, it wasn’t a good idea to have so many people gathered at his home. 
 
    He liked the monastery because it was away from others, that it provided some seclusion and safety due to its proximity on the hill. Even if it had been in the past, Danzen didn’t envision it as a gathering place. It had become a sanctuary for him, and now it was once again operating in its original form, a sanctuary for others. 
 
    Danzen stepped in the back to find Basan’s coop with a thick blanket over it. He removed the blanket and was greeted by a flash of fire from her mouth, the fire chicken beating her thunderous wings for a moment before settling down. She seemed to recognize Danzen. 
 
    The people eventually cleared out as Shodren had requested, and once they did, Danzen made his way back through his monastery to the front, where Yato had been speaking with his mother, both of them seated across from one another on one of the blankets. Jelmay was around as well, now in his bakeneko form and lying with his back pressed up against Yama, whose female mate, Nama, was taking a quick walk around the perimeter, making sure the place was clear of any unwanted guests. 
 
    “We need to talk,” Danzen told his mother rather than sit. 
 
    “I agree,” she said. 
 
    “How about this? Lady Pilgrim and I will take a walk down the hill to, um, check on some things in my place. I did have some jerky saved up, you know. We can bring it back up, if you’d like? No? Either way, I’d love to show her how her favorite bakeneko is living here in the Genshin Valley.” 
 
    “Yes,” Danzen said. “Some privacy would be nice.” 
 
    Yato stood and Danzen took a seat where she had just been, now directly across from his mother. Neither said anything to each other as Jelmay quickly led Yato down the hill, Shodren with a kind smile on her face, Danzen almost expressionless. 
 
    “I can tell something is troubling you,” Shodren finally said after they left. 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    After a long spell of silence, Shodren looked to the embroidery on the doorframe and smiled at it. “That’s not as easy as it looks, you know. And there’s still more left to do in the prayer room.” Once Danzen didn’t respond, she continued: “Had I known that you were returning, I would have scheduled a reading for another day. I am aware that you like the seclusion of this monastery.” 
 
    Once again, Danzen didn’t say anything. 
 
    “As I said, had I known you were coming…” 
 
    “Your three-legged raven didn’t tell you?” he asked, finally making eye contact with her, his words sharper than he had expected them to be. “You have been spying on me.” 
 
    “Three-legged raven?” 
 
    Danzen searched his mind for the name, remembering that it sounded like Yato but with a few additional syllables. “Yatagarasu. I believe that’s what it’s called.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, him.” 
 
    When she didn’t say anything else, Danzen pressed her for more information. “How long have you been spying on me?” 
 
    “Since around the time you came to this valley. I wouldn’t go as far as to say that I’ve been spying on you, just watching. You are my son, and at that time, when I finally found you, I didn’t know if you were ready.” 
 
    “We can talk about that in a moment,” Danzen said, assuming that she was referring to her desire for him to take his father’s throne. He wanted to focus on the raven, at least for the time being. “I know the history of the yatagarasu. You can’t expect me to not be alarmed by its sudden appearance.” 
 
    “How did you first discover him?” she asked, Shodren still observing the detailed work she’d put in along the door frame, the faint smile on her face holding strong. 
 
    “Kudzu, but I saw it as well.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, the fox. She’s quite clever, and she clearly doesn’t trust me. I suppose she is right in that regard, and to her, my sudden appearance and the yatagarasu would be something to be alarmed by. What about Jelmay?” 
 
    “He only noticed it once, but he doesn’t like the fact that it has appeared.” 
 
    “I see…” She finally shifted her smile to Danzen, Shodren letting out a deep breath as she took in her son. “Is that all you would like to discuss with me?”  
 
    “Is that all? You haven’t told me anything aside from admitting that you have been keeping tabs on me. How did you come to know the yatagarasu?” 
 
    “I told you there were yokai in the north, you may recall me mentioning that. I’m sure you encountered some, in fact, I know you have. Menya has already had a note delivered.” 
 
    “She beat us here?” 
 
    “The raven…” 
 
    “So you know? You know that I’ve started to collect remnants?” 
 
    It was a moment before Shodren answered his question. “I know, and I don’t think you’re making the right decision. As important as it is for us to recover remnants, and preserve them once we have done so, the fastest way to bring Sunyata back to life would be through your father’s throne.” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. “I don’t know if you understand just how powerful Tengir Gantulga is.” 
 
    The smile on his mother’s face withered. “Are you questioning my knowledge of your father?” 
 
    “He is the ruler of Diyu. He can kill and bring people back to life. He… brought Nomin back to life. I’ve tried to attack him, and even if I grow stronger, I will not be able to beat him. You may have some faith in my power and if you’ve already spoken to Menya, then you know about Nomin and that I’ve progressed to some degree, but I’ll never be as strong as him. I have human blood.” 
 
    “Are you insulting my blood?” 
 
    “No, that’s not what I was trying to insinuate. He is the ruler of Diyu,” Danzen said again, trying to get his point across, “and I am half-human. I’m not going to be able to kill him and take his throne. The only way I could get his throne would be to wait until he bequeathed it to me. And there’s no telling when he would do something like that.” 
 
    “We can’t wait. A one-sided afterlife has gone on for far too long, and too many good people, too many honest souls, have been sent to a realm created for the depraved.” 
 
    “I’ve been to Diyu,” Danzen told her. “It’s not so different from here…”  
 
    But even he wasn’t convinced of this statement. While Diyu looked similar to his world, there was something off about it, that wasn’t to mention the demons that made up a percentage of its population. Still, as he had seen, there were towns and villages there, and it clearly was an afterlife in which people existed. It may not have been Sunyata, but it wasn’t exactly the nefarious hellhole that many made it up to be. 
 
    Of course, he’d only seen part of Diyu. And he recalled his father saying that there were other areas, where even a demon like Shutendorji or Nomtoi would suffer… 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re saying.” 
 
    “You have manipulated me,” Danzen told her, “since I was… since I was a child. You didn’t have to leave me on the steps of the Brotherhood, but you did so with the hopes that I would one day kill my father. I no longer want to be groomed.” 
 
    Shodren cast her gaze down, and it wasn’t long before he saw a tear rolling down her cheek. But rather than let up, Danzen wanted to bring the point home, to never be manipulated again even though he was certain that would be impossible. 
 
    “You abandoned me, and now that I am capable of something, you would like me to be part of your life. And you haven’t been honest with me,” Danzen said, a small spark of anger pulsing within him. “I don’t know who to believe anymore.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked softly. 
 
    “I heard your story, and I’ve heard his, and… and…” 
 
    “What has your father told you?” Shodren asked, her voice growing thin as she looked up at him, her eyes narrowing, a Y-shaped vein appearing on the side of her head. “What did he tell you?” 
 
    This was another thing Danzen wanted to speak to his mother about, but now that they moved on to the subject, he found it hard to get out, knowing how sensitive the topic was. He certainly didn’t put it past his father to do something like raping mortal woman, but he couldn’t help but deny that there was, and of all the things his father said, a hint of honesty to what he had told him beneath the petroglyph-ridden alcove in the Panchen Mountains. 
 
    “He claimed the two of you were lovers, and that you forbade him from seeing me.” 
 
    “And you believe him?” 
 
    “I don’t know who to believe,” Danzen said.  
 
    “Do you believe him?” she asked, her voice suddenly haggard. 
 
    “You tell me,” Danzen said, his eyes locking onto hers.  
 
    And for a brief moment, he recognized his pupils in his mother’s eyes, and he could see now where he had gotten them from, how her appearance played into his, from the way her nose was shaped to her eyebrows. Danzen had a mother, a father, and half-brother, but it was in his mother that he saw himself, the human side of him. The only thing of himself that he saw in his father was Tengir Gantulga’s physique. 
 
    It took a minute for his mother to finally say something, and when she did, she decided to shut down the conversation. “I believe this discussion is over.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be.” 
 
    “You’ve hurt me, son, but I do understand, at least to some degree, where you are coming from. I think you’re going about this the wrong way in collecting remnants, but if it is how you…” She bit her lip. “If this is what you think will be the best way to use your power and resources, then I support it. As for your home here, I’ve come to enjoy it, but perhaps it is best that I leave sooner rather than later, back to my nunnery. I don’t know if there’s anything else I can do here.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was an hour or so later that Yato returned, the female assassin slowly making her way up the hill, where she found Danzen seated with his legs crossed beneath him, his eyes tracing over the Asura Forest. Shodren remained inside the monastery, where it sounded like she had begun to pack her things. 
 
    “That bad?” Yato asked. 
 
    “That remains to be seen.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t know if he wanted his mother to leave or not. He didn’t like the fact that she had taken over his monastery, but he also understood that it was within her nature, especially with the work she had done in Odval and the surrounding areas. While he didn’t particularly trust her, he couldn’t deny that others respected Shodren, and that she had helped a good many people. 
 
    But he wanted this monastery to be his home, a refuge, not a gathering place, even if the villagers could always come and go, and times could be arranged for them to visit. He also knew that he was being irrational, that part of what he was going through had to do with the fact that he felt as if he were a rope being pulled at both ends, his father on one side, his mother on the other. 
 
    And she still hadn’t been entirely honest with him. 
 
    There was also his goal of rebuilding Sunyata, and as Menya had suggested, there were enough old scrolls of the nunnery outside of Odval to warrant some assistance in searching the text for clues, not to mention what Abbot Monpo may know. That was likely how Danzen should have gone about his discussion, focusing on the need for Shodren to return to her nunnery rather than his desire for reclusivity at his. 
 
    The night came and Danzen slept outside, Yato taking a cot in the prayer room, one that his mother had made during the time they were gone. She had made other cots as well, all of which folded up and were placed in a cabinet that Khamdo had built. 
 
    Danzen didn’t use one of these cots, the former assassin simply resting on his back, his hands behind his head as he stared up at the starry sky, his two lion dogs on either side of him. It wasn’t the most comfortable sleep he’d had, but it could have been worse. 
 
    Up before Yato and Shodren the next morning, Danzen quietly went about the routine he had set for himself upon first calling the monastery home, which included bringing water into the kitchen, and dealing with his fire chicken. He felt the urge to bend his echo, and Yato came awake about this time. 
 
    “Should we do it here?” she asked as she came out of the monastery to find Danzen standing with his hands behind his back, once again staring at the horizon. 
 
    “I want to test my power again,” he said, “but here isn’t a good place. Once Kudzu arrives, we will head toward the fox shrine and find a place in the mountains to summon my demons.” He thought of the alcove his father had shown him, which was not quite the direction that they would be heading, but it wasn’t far off. “Did Jelmay say anything about joining us today?” 
 
    “I’m supposed to wake him,” Yato said. “He’s interested in the food that they have at the fox shrine, and was adamant that we don’t leave him behind.” 
 
    Shodren was finishing up a porridge for breakfast about the time that Kudzu appeared, the white fox simply slipping around the building and taking her place at Danzen’s side, as if she had been there all along. 
 
    “What did she say?” Kudzu asked instead of her typical morning greeting. 
 
    “It’s complicated.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “We’ll talk about it. But…” Danzen looked back to the door of his monastery. He could hear his mother moving around inside. “She may be leaving soon.” 
 
    “Perhaps that’s for the better…” 
 
    Typical for the bakeneko, he showed up when the food was ready. Shodren stepped out of the monastery with a big pot of porridge, Jelmay smiling at her as he immediately came to assist Danzen’s mother. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said as she gave the pot to him. 
 
    “Don’t start eating it yet. I have bowls.” 
 
    She returned with bowls and a serving spoon. She began dishing out the porridge, Jelmay already going back for a second helping by the time Shodren got to Danzen. Luckily for the bakeneko, the nun had anticipated Jelmay’s appearance, and had made more porridge than necessary. As they ate, she updated the four of them on what had happened since their departure, some of the initiatives she had started in the village, and the improvements around the monastery. 
 
    “I was skeptical at first,” Jelmay said once he started on his third bowl of porridge, “but with more people coming out here, there may be an opportunity to produce a little side income, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “No gambling,” Kudzu told him. 
 
    “Gambling? I meant a little roadside goods situation, you know, selling some jerky, maybe some ‘rare’ yokai talismans I’ve picked up along the way. That sort of thing.” 
 
    “Rare yokai talismans?” Kudzu’s eyes bulged. “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “I’m always serious. And it’s not like anyone out here would know the difference anyway between something that was rare or something that was not. Just think about it: villagers would be coming back from the monastery, there’d be a little food for offer, some snacks, some good luck charms for sale. I’ll have you know that I played the role as a human businessman before. I am a profit-driven bakeneko, if anything.” 
 
    “It’s gambling. Or at least… A form of it.” 
 
    “What? Business isn’t gambling.” Jelmay considered this for a moment. “On second thought, it may be… but it’s a good idea, right? Say the word and I’ll cut you in now, fox. I’d love to have a partner. If you really want to reap some of the profits, now would be the best time to join. It will only get more expensive once I launch my operation.” 
 
    Shodren cleared her throat in a polite way. “If people do continue to come here, please don’t try to exploit them.” 
 
    “If I’m not using something like a monastery, or something at least monastery-adjacent to exploit laypeople, then what am I doing with my life?” he asked, a smile forming on his face. “I’m kidding, I’m kidding, Mother Pilgrim, but you drive a hard bargain. How about this? I’ll cut the monastery in, so don’t worry about that part. And just like that, we both prosper. Everyone wins, except for the people that lose.” 
 
    The soft debate continued until they were ready to go, Danzen with all of his weapons this time, just in case their usage became necessary. Kudzu knew of the alcove that Danzen had spoken about, and she swiftly led them there, Jelmay quiet for once, and only commenting once they arrived that he had never seen the place before. 
 
    As he stared up at the petroglyphs, the bakeneko slowly chewed on his bottom lip. “Imagine all the history that has taken place here. It really is something, isn’t it?” He scratched his belly. “Well, that’s enough out of me. Are you unleashing the demons, or what?” 
 
    After Jelmay and Kudzu had backed far enough away that they wouldn’t be within range of Danzen’s hellspawns, he began bending his echo alongside Yato, the two going through the combat dance that they had come up with together. 
 
    They did this for twenty minutes or so, and once Danzen was ready, he took a step back and used Nomin’s blade to bring a short incision up the side of his arm. 
 
    That familiar feeling. The mist. His red eyes. The portals opening. 
 
    Danzen’s demons began to climb out, but they didn’t run wild this time, and he didn’t need to use his Demon Speak ability to command them this time either. He simply stood as if he were his father, shoulders back, two swords drawn now, prepared to execute any of the demons that dared question his authority. 
 
    The first one to get to its knees was one of the smaller demons, a hunchback of sorts with a deformed face, teeth jutting out of its cheeks. The others soon followed, and it wasn’t long before all seven of them were bowing at Danzen, awaiting orders. 
 
    And just like that, they began to fall, Danzen’s test once again successful. 
 
    “I don’t like the visual,” Jelmay said after the last demon hit the ground, where it would slowly evaporate as Danzen had seen before. “But I can see that this is going to be a good thing, a really good thing. Now I just have to figure out how I can use it to my advantage…” 
 
    “To your advantage?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “Think about it, fox. Imagine I’m down a couple thousand kip and we need to leave some place in a hurry. Pilgrim produces a couple his demons, some real ugly bastard too, everyone clears out because they’re scared, and we leave with all the money. Something like that. I’m still working on it.” 
 
    “You’re incorrigible.” 
 
    “Ha!” Jelmay turned in the direction of the fox shrine. “I’ve been called worse.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Having Jelmay guide Yato would normally allow Danzen and Kudzu to rush ahead at their normal pace, but now Yato had a talisman, and she definitely wanted to continue testing its power. 
 
    “Fine, fine, go ahead,” Jelmay said. “I’ll meet the three of you there. And while you are at it, tell those fox monks to get a spread ready for my arrival. I’m talking about anything that they have that’s edible. I’ll be hungry by then, especially with all this walking.” 
 
    “You don’t mind?” Yato asked. 
 
    “See that?” Jelmay said, glancing from Yato to Kudzu. “That’s how you treat a friend. She’s actually concerned about my well-being.” 
 
    “He can handle himself,” Kudzu assured Yato. 
 
    They started off, Danzen leaping into the air, grabbing onto a ledge and pulling himself up to higher ground as he began traveling along the side of a cliff. He caught a glimpse of Kudzu racing below, Yato moving in behind her, nearly able to keep up with the fox. He recalled how fast Tenan had been back in the Asura Forest, and Danzen wondered if the talisman simply took some getting used to, if the more Yato used it, the faster she would become. 
 
    He paused for a brief second, watching as Yato reached Kudzu, the two jumping onto a higher pathway, a flash of white and light gray. Danzen dropped down, landing just a few feet in front of them, startling Kudzu. “You shouldn’t do things like that…” 
 
    “Sorry,” Danzen said, not able to hide his cracked smile.  
 
    He let Kudzu lead the way now, well aware that she knew the fastest route, which happened to be down into a gully, and from there to a path that almost resembled stair steps, the stone a light-colored beige that looked odd set against the backdrop of Diyu. If Yato thought anything of being this close to hell, she didn’t say anything about it as they continued on, the three eventually making it to the bridge in front of the fox shrine. 
 
    The vines that covered the entrance to the fox shrine were covered in flowers, their petals a mixture of white and gold, their fragrant smell powerful enough that Danzen could pick it up from the opposite side of the bridge. To show Yato that the bridge was stable—even though it looked like it could fall apart at any moment—Danzen went across first. Yato soon followed, and Kudzu came last. As the white fox came to the other side, Abbot Monpo and his two fox attendants stepped outside to greet them. 
 
    “We should be joined by the bakeneko shortly,” Kudzu informed them after a quick greeting. “Or, it may take a while. He has asked that…” 
 
    “…That we have food prepared?” Abbot Monpo asked after she didn’t continue her statement, a glitter about his coat that was similar to Kudzu’s, the biggest difference between the two of them being his size and his seven tails. 
 
    “Yes,” she said with a sigh. “I hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    Abbot Monpo laughed. “Bakenekos will be bakenekos,” he said as he nodded for them to follow him inside.  
 
    Danzen ducked a little as they made their way through the opening to the shrine, where they came across a statue of who he assumed was an important figure in the fox community. Rather than go to the room of remnants, they headed to a different antechamber, one a bit higher up in the structure that provided a red view of Diyu through one window, and the blue sky that sat over the Asura Forest from the other. 
 
    “Welcome,” Abbot Monpo said as he turned his focus to Yato. “I don’t believe we’ve met.” 
 
    Yato introduced herself, and after a few probing questions, Kudzu quickly caught Abbot Monpo up on everything that had happened since the last time they had gathered together, which Danzen found incredibly helpful. While he could have updated the abbot himself, Kudzu framed things in a way that put the pertinent information out front, building on her explanation from that point, and saving Danzen from having to speak more than he would have liked. 
 
    Once she finished, Abbot Monpo looked from the red of Diyu, to the blue sky in the west. “So, you would like to, or should I say, you have already started, collecting remnants. And the ones you have found thus far are at the nunnery outside of Odval, a good start. We have discussed this before, but it was briefly, and now that you have actually started the process, I believe it is important for us to move this to a deeper discussion. You do have the option of what your mother has suggested,” he told Danzen. “As you are well aware, your father seems bent on bequeathing his throne to you, and testing you in the meantime. But, as Kudzu said, there’s no telling when this will happen in regards to Tengir Gantulga, and there is the issue of your brother as well, who would try to thwart you every way that he could. In all honesty, it is surprising to me that he hasn’t tried harder. But maybe that has something to do with his nature. I understand to some degree what it must feel like to be torn between your mother and your father, and the odd fact that they both have a similar wish for you, to take the throne.” 
 
    “A throne I don’t want,” Danzen repeated for what felt like the hundredth time. Even if there had been a time where he had thought about what he could do with the power that his father possessed, he knew in the end it wasn’t a role for him. And he meant it when he said that he didn’t want the throne. 
 
    “Yes, but that doesn’t mean the throne doesn’t want you,” Abbot Monpo reminded him. “But we are here to talk about a viable alternative to taking the throne and rebuilding Sunyata using the power of Diyu, and that is collecting remnants, and specifically the large ones. Sunyata talismans, such as the one you wear,” Abbot Monpo said, his focus shifting to Yato, “won’t help us in this regard. They need to be larger, the kind that are protected in shrines and hidden across the kingdom, forgotten. We also need a place to keep these remnants while you and your party collect them.” 
 
    “The nunnery in Odval could be an ideal location,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “Unfortunately, that isn’t the case. It is too prone to attacks, too easy to raid. The best place to keep these remnants safe would be here, where they can be protected.” 
 
    “But how would we do that?” Kudzu asked him. “Aside from getting the remnant to Genshin Valley, how would we get them across the bridge?” 
 
    “The bridge is stronger than you think, and it could be reinforced,” Abbot Monpo assured her. “We have more patrons than we let on, and there are various yokai that live here in the mountains, and in the forest that would help us.” 
 
    “If that were the case,” Danzen said, “how would we actually get the remnants here without drawing attention to what we are doing? I can imagine that transporting them over land would put us at risk.” 
 
    “Using common human routes, yes, it would,” Abbot Monpo said. “But there are other ways. Regarding remnants in the outer regions, and the ones currently held at the nunnery, there is the northwestern passage, which continues through the mountains outside of the Asura Forest. It is the land where Jimmu was from, before he founded the Kishu Kingdom.” 
 
    “Are there people out there?” Kudzu asked. “I’ve honestly never even thought about the northwestern passage.” 
 
    One of Abbot Monpo’s attendants came into the room to quickly let them know that Jelmay had arrived, and that he was currently being fed, which caused Kudzu to shake her head, the white fox not able to hide a reluctant grin. 
 
    “Sometimes there are people that far out, demonic yokai as well. But nothing like the civilizations here, nothing…” Abbot Monpo considered how he should phrase this. “I would say organized, but there is much more of that here than there would be there. Regardless, it is certainly one way you could go. For other remnants, there is always the option of shipping them with a guard detail, and there are ways to come in from the south as well, once again through the mountains, but to do so you will end up skirting close to Diyu. All options, I’d say. But my point remains: these remnants would be the safest here.” 
 
    “And would you know what to do once we had enough?” Danzen asked, which was the key question on his mind. 
 
    “There are some texts, yes, and I would need to review them, but I believe it is entirely possible. I may need to come with you on one of these trips and look through the library at the nunnery. I’ve heard it is quite extensive. In the meantime, you will need more help and guidance, especially if you plan to use the northwestern passage. While you may escort the first remnants, you will need trusted partners to transport others as you search for others across the kingdom. I know you are familiar with Usagi, but…” 
 
    Kudzu groaned. 
 
    “He is a necessary evil, and he knows, or at least can get in communication with, most of the yokai in this area. You need his help, and perhaps…” Abbot Monpo considered this for a moment. “Are you familiar with the hainu?” 
 
    “We are,” Danzen said. “We have already spoken with one of their leaders, Galzo.” 
 
    “Yes, Galzo, he would be a good yokai to know to accomplish this endeavor. Come, let’s have a meal with the bakeneko, and then you can go to Usagi. If Galzo has already agreed to assist you in some way, then Usagi would be your next step.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Kudzu wasn’t the only one who was disappointed at the mention of Usagi’s name. Seated in the shrine’s dining hall, two plates in front of him piled high with food, Jelmay threw his paws up in the air once he had heard the semblance of a plan. 
 
    “Of course, we need Usagi. Of course. I knew it, you knew it, everyone knew it, and yet I’m still surprised. Why? I don’t know; wait, I do know, but I don’t like it. Everyone stop standing around me while I eat. Why did you have to lead with this?” he asked Kudzu, who had yet to take one of the cushions on the ground meant for foxes to sit on. 
 
    “I figured I would give you the bad news first,” Kudzu said, slightly proud of herself. She took her seat, and Yato sat onto a cushion next to her, followed by Danzen. Abbot Monpo was the last to sit. 
 
    “Is there any good news?” 
 
    “Not that I can think of at the moment.” 
 
    “And let me guess, we are going there right now?” Jelmay asked. “Talk about turning a nice day-trip into something that could sour at any moment. Even though he helped us with the yamachichi, he is still not happy with us, Usagi isn’t. I’m just lucky I’m not wearing my onikuma hide. Ugh, I would never hear the end of it.” Jelmay spread some honey on a piece of bread and stuffed it into his mouth. “You have me stress-eating over here; I want you to know that.” 
 
    “We already talked about the fact that he probably wanted us to kill the demon bear,” Kudzu said. “Let’s just use that against him. Bawa…” 
 
    “Who?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    “A yokai fox that lives in the mountains outside of the nunnery.” 
 
    “Do those mountains have a name? I can’t keep up with all the mountains around the kingdom.” 
 
    “They, in fact, do not,” Abbot Monpo said. “Would you like to name them?” 
 
    Jelmay considered this as he finished chewing his piece of honey bread. “It’s not really within my wheelhouse. I’m great at giving people nicknames, which is why we have Lady Pilgrim over here, but geographical locations? Nope, nope, not really my wheelhouse. Sadly. You would think by now that I’d be better at naming places considering all the amazing places I’ve been that most humans could never imagine. Sorry if I’m bragging.” 
 
    “We eat, and then we go to Usagi,” Kudzu said. “I don’t want to draw this out, and I would like to be back to the monastery before sunset.” 
 
    “So you can just run away?” Jelmay asked her, which caused Yato to glance between the two of them, reminding Danzen of how a child would watch their parents argue, almost anticipating how the other would reply. 
 
    “Watch it…” 
 
    “Mother Pilgrim—See? I’m good at nicknames—shouldn’t be there much longer, at least from what I sensed this morning, so you shouldn’t have to disappear in the future. She was definitely packing her bags. What did you say to her exactly?” he asked Danzen. “Bah, I guess it doesn’t matter, and it was probably warranted.”  
 
    “If he said anything, it was the truth. She has been misleading him.” 
 
    “Everyone is misleading everyone,” Jelmay told Kudzu, a bit of food falling out of his mouth. “Haven’t you figured that out yet? Even the most pious people have an ulterior motive.” 
 
    “Getting Usagi behind our cause is ideal,” Abbot Monpo said in a diplomatic way, “and as for Shodren, while you may feel as if she could have been clearer at the start, she is a powerful nun in her own right. You would be good to continue to accept her guidance. Let’s eat in relative silence. It’s good for the digestive process. We can discuss strategy with Usagi on our way to Osul.” 
 
    “You’re coming with us?” Yato asked. 
 
    “It appears that I am.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    True to his word, Abbot Monpo accompanied them after their meal, the white fox and his seven tails treading lightly along a path Danzen hadn’t traveled before. Were there a finite number of paths in the Panchen Mountains? It seemed as if there was always another way, some trail here yet to discover. 
 
    Surprisingly, it was Yato who brought up a strategy in dealing with Usagi that Danzen hadn’t considered before. 
 
    “Remind me of what happened with the demon bear,” she told Kudzu as they continued along the side of a mountain stream, Danzen starting to smell the Asura Forest, and hear the wind rustling through the leaves.  
 
    “He wanted us to ‘handle a demon bear,’ as he put it. By ‘handle,’ he meant simply run her off or get her to stop attacking yokai, not kill her. We were misled. Then, as you may recall, our conversation with Bawa got me thinking that perhaps Usagi did want her to be killed, but he was just saving face in front of a different yokai, who, hopefully you won’t have the pleasure of meeting, named Monobake.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought. So, this may sound a bit crazy, but what if you put pressure on him using this information? Didn’t Galzo mention some issue with demon bears as well? What if you said something that would force Usagi to admit that he was trying to take advantage of your goodwill so he could save face? Maybe even a lie…” 
 
    Jelmay started to nod, his mind firing into overdrive as he came up with schemes. “Yes, what if we made up a rumor or something that we heard, and that was later confirmed by Galzo? We then use this as a way to threaten Usagi with being attacked by a herd of hainu. Herd? That’s not the right word. Pack, pack of hainu. That’s the right word. We make up a rumor, we threaten him with violence, and we get him to admit the truth. You’re a genius, Lady Pilgrim, a genius! This will totally work.” 
 
    As they continued on their way, the bakeneko grew even more excited as he kept trying to come up with angles to add to their lie, only to be reminded that it was best to keep it basic, at least according to Kudzu.  
 
    For their part, neither Abbot Monpo nor Danzen ever made any indication that they agreed with the strategy or not. It wasn’t beneath Danzen to manipulate someone in this way. After all, he’d spent years learning the art of subtle manipulations. He just wanted to settle things quickly and without having to deal with Usagi for too long, or perform any side tasks for him that could later be misinterpreted. 
 
    It took them two more hours to reach Osul, Yato just as impressed as Danzen had been when he first visited the yokai village. She also quickly noted that it seemed like all the yokai were hiding from them at the moment, the place eerily quiet. 
 
    “They never have come out when I visit,” Danzen told the young assassin. 
 
    “One day they will,” said Kudzu, “in fact…” 
 
    A few heads started to peek out of some of the holes. Yokai the likes of which Danzen had never seen before ranging in size from lapdogs to larger mammals began appearing.  
 
    At first he thought it was because they had finally accepted him, Danzen feeling a sense of elation in his heart. But then it became clear that it was because Abbot Monpo was visiting, the white fox greeting several of them in a kind way. 
 
    “Are we supposed to do this right here?” Yato asked, slightly alarmed as the yokai continued to gather. 
 
    “What better way to call Usagi out than in front of other yokai?” asked the abbot. 
 
    “What?” Jelmay nearly fell over laughing. “You’re dirtier than I thought you were, fox!” 
 
    “Have some respect,” Kudzu hissed. “Abbot Monpo is well-regarded in this community.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, relax, Kudzu.” 
 
    Danzen wished that he could identify all the yokai around him, but the only one that he recognized was Kikikaki and her son, that and whatever yokai species Monobake hailed from. Another species he recognized landed, a hainu, who Danzen had the feeling would get the word to Galzo. 
 
    Sensing some commotion, Usagi came out of his hovel and looked down at all of them, his ears flattening, whiskers suddenly tense. 
 
    “That’s right,” Jelmay said as he pointed a hooked claw at the jade rabbit. “We have a bone to pick with you.” 
 
    Usagi grunted and disappeared, the jade rabbit quickly making his way down a stone pathway and pushing his way through the crowd of yokai, the scowl on his face changing once he saw that Abbot Monpo was with them. 
 
    “Why, to what do we owe the pleasure of this visit?” he asked, his two front teeth on display as he offered Danzen and his group a painful smile. He followed this up with a slight groveling bow directed at the abbot. “And what has happened to your tail?” he asked Jelmay, his head still bowed. 
 
    “Never mind my tail. We know that you are lying to us about the—” 
 
    Abbot Monpo cut Jelmay off. “We have a proposition for you, for all yokai, one that may seem a bit far-fetched at first, but I assure you that it is something that is indeed possible. As you all know, especially with our proximity to Diyu, Sunyata is no longer an option for the afterlife.” 
 
    Jelmay tried to butt in, but Abbot Monpo continued before he could finish his sentence. 
 
    “You may have all seen the man standing behind me. His name is Danzen Ravja, and he is the son of a nun named Shodren Ravja, and Tengir Gantulga, the ruler of Diyu. Yes, demon blood courses through his veins,” he said after some of the yokai either gasped, took a step back, or at least widened their eyes to some degree. “I tell you this because he has come to me with a proposition, one that I believe now is a true possibility. It will, by no means, be easy, and the hardship that a few of us may endure could very well take our lives, but Danzen, who also goes by the name Pilgrim here in Genshin Valley, has made it clear to me that he would like to attempt something impossible.” 
 
    “You really stole my thunder there,” Jelmay said under his breath. “And here I thought…” 
 
    “Our world is without balance. In Sunyata’s absence, there is only one afterlife for us to go to, Diyu, to hell itself. Danzen Ravja, Pilgrim, would like to see a change to that. He, and I, and his companions who have joined us here, would like to take the steps necessary to rebuild Sunyata.” 
 
    “Is that even possible?” Usagi asked. 
 
    “Yes, I believe it is possible, but it will take coordination between the yokai of Genshin Valley, and likely some of the yokai of the Outer Regions. We are proposing moving remnants along the northwestern passage to keep them safe from human intervention, but as some of you know, it can be challenging that far out. We came here today to speak to you,” he said, shifting his focus to Usagi. “We have already spoken to Galzo, and he has agreed to help us. You are an important member of the community here,” Abbot Monpo said, Jelmay wrinkling his nose at this statement, “and as such, you would be an integral part of transportation of remnants to the shrine. What do you say, Usagi? Is this something that you would be able to use your influence to help us with?”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jelmay couldn’t get over the fact that Usagi had acquiesced so easily. He had been prepared to threaten him, to lie, to do whatever he needed to do, and for Abbot Monpo to simply step in right when Jelmay was about to deliver his spiel irked him to no end. 
 
    “If he was simply going to use his power of religious influence over yokai to convince, or should I say, coerce Usagi to join the cause, it would have saved me a lot of wasted oxygen.” 
 
    “You would have wasted oxygen anyway,” Kudzu told him. “Never forget that.” Danzen and his companions were now heading back in the direction of his monastery, Abbot Monpo staying behind to see to a few things in Osul now that he had made his dramatic appearance. It was getting later, but the sun still had a few hours before it would start to set, which saw them moving at a leisurely pace, Kudzu in the lead as always. “You always have something to say.” 
 
    “No, I don’t.” 
 
    Yato laughed. “Are you really going to argue about how talkative you are? It’s not a bad thing; at least half the time, what you’re saying is either clever or somewhat relevant to whatever situation we have found ourselves in.” 
 
    “Somewhat relevant?” Jelmay threw his hands up, but it was in a playful way. “You heard me mumble it back there: Abbot Monpo stole my thunder. I was really going to put the squeeze on Usagi, and for him to simply step in like that and fox-handle the situation. Bah, I guess it is better this way, a bit more diplomatic. Fine. That rabbit will get what’s coming to him one day, mark my word.” 
 
    “Do you really hate him that much?” Yato asked. “He seemed sort of cute.” 
 
    Kudzu made a gagging sound. “Cute? If by cute you mean ‘easily edible,’ then I agree with you, but Usagi is anything but cute. And you didn’t see the real side of him back there. He can be absolutely detestable.” 
 
    “Why is everyone so scared of him again?” 
 
    “While detestable, he does have some power, and is able to do things like mask his appearance and the appearance of others. Let’s just say he spent a hundred years or so bending his echo after the fall of Sunyata, and even though he’s a lazy slob now,” Jelmay said as he kicked at a stone, which went tumbling into an overturned root, “he’s by no means weak; Pilgrim here could still easily kill him. Maybe he’ll get the pleasure of doing that one day.” 
 
    “I have no intention of killing Usagi.” 
 
    “That’s what we all have said. Trust me,” Jelmay assured Danzen. “He really does bring out the worst in us.” 
 
    “But you used to be friends, right?” Yato asked. 
 
    “I’m fairly certain we’re still friends,” Jelmay said, his tone of voice changing. “I think he knows how much I pretend to hate him. And he pretends to hate me, but I think he likes me, that he thinks I am clever, at least to some degree. It has become a game of who is conning who at this point, and I don’t know if I’m winning or not.” 
 
    “What are you even talking about?” Kudzu asked Jelmay as they came to a dip in the pathway, which looked as if it used to be a stream.  
 
    Danzen could imagine it running now, pressing past some of the rocks that were interspersed with foliage. What happened to the stream? Was it only active during monsoon season? 
 
    He tuned his companions out as he thought of what would come next.  
 
    The plan was to rest and recover for a few days, and then take the northwestern passage to his mother’s nunnery outside of Odval. It would be a pioneering trip, one that would be similar to the time that he had spent in the southern wilderness albeit with new dangers, potential demons and yokai that didn’t live in the Valley. 
 
    It would certainly be an adventure. 
 
    As he walked, Danzen made a decision to go a bit easier on his mother once he saw her again. Even though he still wasn’t all that comfortable with her presence, she had given birth to him, and she was well-liked by others. While her intentions may have been misguided, they were pious in their own way, Shodren wanting the same thing that Danzen wanted, the same thing that Abbot Monpo had spoken of about an hour ago, to rebuild Sunyata and create a balance once again. Like many things Danzen had encountered in life, there were multiple solutions, but for now, only one path would work for him. 
 
    The sooner they began collecting and transporting remnants, the better. 
 
    If Shodren wanted to stay in the monastery while he started the process, Danzen wouldn’t prevent her from doing anything like that. After all, he would be gone for the most part, his quest for remnants taking him across the kingdom. With his mother around, at least the monastery would maintain a presence, and if it helped people, even better. If she decided to leave, she could either take the traditional route through the Tudan outpost to Arsi, followed by Bahlingar and finally Odval; or, if she wanted to rough it, she could join Danzen and his companions through the northwestern passage in a few days. 
 
    It really was up to her. 
 
    Danzen turned back to the conversation at a strange moment in which Jelmay started to sing some ancient song while Kudzu joined him, the white fox humming along. He picked up on the fact that they had been speaking about a song that Yato had never heard before, Jelmay hamming it up as usual with his arms out wide, occasionally twirling as he walked, the pudgy bakeneko humorous in both appearance and action. 
 
    Danzen recognized the song, realizing that it was something that was sung at the start of a new year, something he hadn’t heard since he was a student at the Brotherhood. Not at all musical, Danzen knew better than to jump in, even if he remembered some of the words. But he did nod his head along, which Yato noticed, a hint of surprise tracing across her face. 
 
    They reached Jelmay’s humble, forest-side home, the bakeneko debating with himself whether he should go in, or make his way up the hill. 
 
    “I suppose I could always roll down the hill if I got too tired to walk…” 
 
    “You wouldn’t actually do that,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “I’ve seen him do it,” Danzen told her, Kudzu slowly shaking her head. 
 
    “Come on, Jelmay…” 
 
    “What? I was drunk. You were drunk that night too. Too bad I didn’t make enough of that moonshine to get us through until we decided to make our way through to uncharted lands. I’m surprised that no one here is worried about that little trip we have coming up. I mean, I’ve been in the area of the northwestern passage, but only on the Asura Forest side. And let me tell you, that’s a long story that involves a couple not so happy bakenekos that I was able to win some kip from.” 
 
    “I await the day that you aren’t scheming in some way, shape, or form.” 
 
    “Heh… I don’t think either of us will reach that day, fox.” 
 
    Once they were about halfway up the hill, Danzen spotted a woman seated before his mother. He hadn’t known when he would see Nomin again, and he certainly wasn’t expecting her to show up so soon. Yet there she was, Nomin in her white robes, a pleasant look on her face as she sipped from a cup of tea. 
 
    “She really is alive,” Jelmay said. 
 
    “We told you she was.” 
 
    “You tell me a lot of things,” he said to Kudzu. “It doesn’t mean I have to believe them.” 
 
    But he was just being ornery, the two playfully bickering to the point that they were actually starting to annoy each other. Luckily, Nomin and Shodren added a new dynamic to their group, the blind assassin turning to Danzen long before he actually approached her, everyone growing quiet. 
 
    “I’m glad you came,” Danzen said once he joined her. “We are a little tight here, but you’re welcome to stay.” 
 
    “Your mother was discussing with me your plans to rebuild Sunyata,” Nomin said, jumping right into it. “And I would like to offer my services, if they would be helpful to you in some way. Perhaps I could begin by escorting your mother back to her nunnery…”  
 
    “She doesn’t need to leave,” Danzen said before realizing that he should have told it directly to Shodren. “I’m sorry if I came off as upset yesterday. But to do what…” He cleared his throat. “To do what we need to do, what Abbot Monpo and the yokai of the Asura Forest have pledged to help us do, we’re going to need your help.” 
 
    “I see, and I am glad to see that Abbot Monpo is a champion of your cause,” Shodren said after a long pause. “We should speak privately of the matter. But after dinner. Your friends look hungry, at least one of them, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    After their meal, a humble affair of panbread and greens, Shodren motioned for Danzen to join her behind the monastery, while the others rested out front, Yato taking a particular interest in Nomin while Jelmay and Kudzu continued a debate they were having about the various seasons, and which one was better in Genshin Valley. 
 
    Basan clucked, and once Danzen and his mother got too close to her coop, the fire chicken let out a burst of flames followed by the thunderous clap of her wings. 
 
    “She can be quite disturbing,” Shodren said, the two moving far enough away from the coop as not to disturb the chicken. 
 
    “She really can.” 
 
    “But the eggs she lays are always good.” Shodren turned to him, and as she did she placed both hands behind her back. “I suppose we should begin. I wanted to speak to you about your father and me, what really happened.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have pried,” Danzen admitted. “It’s clear that he enjoys manipulating people, and he has done so with me.” 
 
    “Yes, he does, and you should know that when he manipulated me, I was very young, younger than Yato. I wasn’t lying to you when I said that he raped me, but this wasn’t the first time that the two of us… That…” Shodren lowered her head. “I wanted to stop it, I knew it couldn’t go anywhere. But he didn’t want it to stop, and… and when you came, or, it was clear that you were going to come, that I was pregnant, I forbade him from ever seeing you or me again.” 
 
    “Why did he listen to you?” 
 
    “I’ve often wondered that myself,” she told him as she looked up at Danzen, her eyes wet. “He could have simply ignored my request, or he could have gone a different direction, turning brutal and killing you when you were born, or me for that matter, thus killing both of us. There are times that I think I have come to understand all of the angles, every scenario that may have been only for a new one to come to me. But in actuality, I don’t know. I don’t know why Tengir did what he did, and as I’ve told you, I left you where I left you so you could grow strong enough to one day…” 
 
    “Take the throne,” Danzen said once she didn’t respond. 
 
    Shodren turned in the direction of Diyu. “Yes, but I am well aware that your wishes differ from mine, and I support them. Maybe I took the easy route so many years ago, the cowardly way. You are not like me in that regard. You are brave, Danzen, son, and in the face of incredible odds you still push forward. Your friends see it in you, and I see it as well.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t say anything. He too was now looking in the direction of Diyu, the darkness of the night sky obscuring the red glow of hell itself. 
 
    “And if this is what you want to do, and how you want to do it, then I support you. As your mother, your estranged mother who has now put herself in your life, I support you, and I will do what I can to help bring this dream to life. Because I share the same dream, one of a balanced world, Sunyata and Diyu in their rightful places. Let me know how I can help.” 
 
    Over the meal they’d had earlier, Jelmay and Kudzu had discussed the plan to use the northwest passage to transport remnants and how Abbot Monpo planned to store them at the fox shrine. Nomin, still eager to help in any way she could, volunteered to hunt for remnants as well, which came as somewhat of a surprise to Danzen. It still was odd to think that he had killed her and that she had been brought back to life, which came coupled with a new perspective on her existence and her change in personality. 
 
    As foolish as it was, Danzen wondered if there was still a chance for Soko, if death would bring her new perspective on life. The likelihood of this was slim, but Danzen had seen how Nomin had changed in her time in Diyu, maybe there was a chance for Soko as well… 
 
    “We will need to work as a team going forward,” Danzen finally told his mother, who was now looking at him again, no longer dipping her head forward. 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “Even with all of us working together, it still may be impossible,” Danzen admitted. 
 
    “That’s something that I also agree with, but we have to try. I believe I was wrong about this in the past, that my heart was being guided by a thirst for something akin to vengeance, I don’t know.” 
 
    “You mean in combating my father?” 
 
    She nodded. “Even with your power, and how you have continued to bend your echo and get better control over your abilities,” she said, referring to his command over his demons, which was something that had been discussed over dinner, “your father has the power of a god, as does your brother.” 
 
    “They do, I’ve seen… I’ve seen what they are capable of doing, if they so choose,” he said, recalling his father bringing Nomin back to life, or how Nomtoi had animated the Penumbra corpses. 
 
    “So I was likely wrong in that notion anyway.” 
 
    “And the only other option aside from collecting remnants would be waiting it out, and we don’t know how long…” 
 
    Shodren shook her head. “No, we don’t know how long your father will remain on the throne, nor what he, or others, will try to throw at you during that time. I’m sorry that this is how your life has turned out,” she said, the tone of her voice growing increasingly melancholic. “I’m sorry that I gave birth to you in the world like this, one in which you were constantly pulled from both sides, always having to fight for survival. It’s not what I would want for anyone, let alone my own flesh and blood.” She reached her hand out to him and took his. Shodren ran her thumb along one of the scars across Danzen’s knuckles, a single tear streaming down her face as she did so. “I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Even with the emotional turn of events of the night, Danzen felt well-rested the next morning, ready to start the day anew, to prepare for the journey to come. He began by bending his echo alone, and was later joined by Yato, the two going through their routine until Nomin came out of the monastery. It was always fascinating to see her move around; even though she was blind, there was no real indication of her blindness aside from her white pupils. 
 
    After joining them, Nomin encouraged them to continue. “I want to watch,” she said. 
 
    Danzen fell back into his cadence, Yato coming forward, always inches away from striking him with her gauntleted blades. She used her Sunyata talisman now, and she was three times as fast as she once was, which certainly kept Danzen on his toes. It also seemed to have an effect on his echo, giving him what felt like a boost. Parrying her attacks, Danzen brought his weapon down as if he were going to strike her, Yato folding out of the way to avoid it. 
 
    They continued their combat dance. 
 
    Once they stopped, Yato turned to Nomin. “I would like you to show me how you do it,” she said, “how you use your echo, and echoes all around you to see.” 
 
    “Yes,” Nomin said. “I believe that is something you could benefit from. Do you mind?” 
 
    “By all means,” Danzen told her as he stepped aside. He crouched, and as he did he saw a tuft of white moving in his direction, Kudzu arriving for the day. She joined him, and the two watched Nomin go over the same instruction she had given Danzen so long ago, starting with examples which he realized were similar to what he had shown Shimaru and his mother, Oiwa, back in Odval. 
 
    “And the tradition continues,” Kudzu said. “What did your mother say last night?” 
 
    As Yato and Nomin trained, Danzen caught Kudzu up on the conversation he had with his mother, and her sincere apology, how she was willing and able to work with them going forward. 
 
    “She should be apologizing,” Kudzu said once he finished. 
 
    “That’s not really what I took from it, but I am glad that she said something. And I’m equally glad that she has decided to join our cause. We need someone like her.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The day dragged on at a leisurely pace, Jelmay eventually making his way up the hill and collapsing near the entrance of the monastery, his hands on his stomach, the bakeneko staring up at the sky with a big smile on his face. 
 
    “What’s gotten into you?” Kudzu asked when she finally took the bait. 
 
    “Me? I’m just enjoying life,” Jelmay told her. “You should try it for once.” 
 
    While his companions relaxed out front, eventually moving to the side of the monastery so they could sit in the shade, Danzen helped his mother with a few of the tasks she had been working on, including cleaning several items in the kitchen and finishing up some of the detail on the doorframes. She had already stenciled where the paint should go, and all Danzen had to do was simply follow her outlines. 
 
    There was something calming about it, Danzen impressed with just how many stencils she had put up. Even while the others eventually moved on to afternoon tasks, including Nomin and Yato going for a quick hunt in the mountains and returning with a goat, Danzen continued painting. It really was enchanting in some way, and it was only when he heard some commotion outside that he put the paintbrush down. 
 
    “Danzen Ravja!” 
 
    A feeling of anguish moved through him.  
 
    Danzen recognized the voice immediately as belonging to his brother, and once Nomtoi called his name out again, Danzen instinctively turned to the exit. He already had both his swords with him, and since it was bright outside, he didn’t go for his Blade of Darkness, nor did he feel he had time to strap on his gauntleted weapons. 
 
    He took one step out the door and found Nomtoi floating with his arms crossed over his chest, a scowl on his face as he glared at Danzen’s companions, including his mother, who stood behind his two lion dogs, Nama and Yama ready to pounce. 
 
    “There’s no reason for you to be here,” Jelmay said carefully.  
 
    The bakeneko was next to Yato, who had both her blades drawn, her fists at the ready. Standing near her was Nomin, who had yet to withdraw her basket-hilted short sword, along with Kudzu in her fox form, her hair standing to attention as she bared her teeth. 
 
    “These are the people you care for,” Nomtoi said as he shifted his gaze toward Danzen. “The people who have somehow made the mistake of placing their faith in you.” 
 
    Danzen pointed his sword at his brother, reeling from the fact that he had gone from a place of utter calm to a burning animosity in a matter of seconds. He knew what Nomtoi was capable of; he had seen his actions in Suja Village and was aware that with a sweep of his hand, his half-brother could kill Danzen’s companions. 
 
    He also knew it was useless to try to use his Demon Speak power on his companions. It would likely only affect Yato, the others immune to the power. Still, if he could save her… 
 
    There was no time.  
 
    Nomtoi rushed toward Danzen at a blinding pace; he was barely able to bring Astra up in time to deflect his strike. In the time it took for Danzen to settle into his stance, Nomtoi returned to his floating position. 
 
    “We’re just getting started here…” 
 
    “Tengir Gantulga will not like that you are here, Nomtoi,” Shodren said as she stepped forward, defiance in her eyes. 
 
    “Your whore mother dares speak to me?” Nomtoi laughed bitterly. “I’m going to enjoy killing you the most, the creator of my brother, the bane of my existence.” He returned his focus to Danzen. “It has come to my attention that you have been sending people to Diyu at a rapid pace with the hope that they will join together and kill me. If you’re wondering why I’m here, that is the reason I decided to pay you a visit. You think you’re clever, don’t you? Sending people to kill me…” 
 
    “What?” Jelmay asked. “We’re not sending people to kill you.” 
 
    Nomtoi swept his hand in Jelmay’s direction, sending the bakeneko flying fifty feet back. After glancing between Danzen and Jelmay, Kudzu quickly rushed to the bakeneko to make sure he was okay. 
 
    Nomtoi continued: “Not only are you trying to grow stronger so our father will see that you are capable of taking the throne, but you have started killing people with the hopes that they will bring me down in Diyu. I should have recognized this back in the Outer Region, all those assassins. Yes, it all makes sense,” Nomtoi said, the tone of his voice telling Danzen that he truly believed the nonsense spilling out of his mouth, that his half-brother was obsessed to the point that he had started to mythologize Danzen and his intentions. 
 
    So Danzen went with it. He found himself asking what Jelmay would do, the bakeneko always looking to trick someone if possible, especially an enemy. He channeled this as he spoke; there was no sense in trying to reason with his demonic half-brother. 
 
    “That’s right,” Danzen slowly said, “you’ve figured it out. I didn’t think you would, but here we are. Now, how about we settle this once and for all?” 
 
    “I knew it…” Nomtoi cracked his knuckles. “I knew it! I will cherish killing you here, brother, and killing you over and over again in Diyu.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nomtoi began to morph. Danzen had seen him do something similar before, and knew he took on a demonic wolf-like form with a long snout with eyes running up it, his muscles bulging to the point that it looked like he wouldn’t be able to keep himself standing upright, which he didn’t, Nomtoi dropping onto his fists and transferring to all fours, his robes tearing away as his final form was complete. 
 
    Danzen shot forward, hoping to lure Nomtoi away from those he cared about and his monastery. He didn’t know how this would end, but if it ended with him miraculously beating his half-brother, he didn’t want to have to repair his monastery as well. Better to get him away from the old structure. 
 
    Danzen’s opening attack saw him wielding both of his swords, Astra in his right hand, Nomin’s replica blade in his left. He recalled that his brother’s skin was nearly impenetrable, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t another option, and if he was able to keep Nomtoi on his toes… 
 
    Danzen hopped back just as his brother came forward and attempted to take a bite out of him, saliva spraying out of his mouth. The last time Nomtoi had attempted something like this, Danzen had somehow managed to send his blade through the side of his brother’s cheek. He wasn’t so lucky this time, Nomtoi more prepared for Danzen’s calculated attacks as he backpedaled, avoiding his next strike and Danzen’s follow-up, the former assassin coming in from the side with Nomin’s replica blade. 
 
    It was all-out war as the two siblings clashed, both acting as if they were each other’s shadows, neither letting up. Backing onto his hind legs, Nomtoi came forward to crush Danzen, only to eat dirt as Danzen slipped away. 
 
    In their previous battle, Danzen had been overwhelmed by the battle and the surrounding demons. He wasn’t going to be able to overpower his brother, but there had to be a solution, and as he backed away once again, Nomtoi leaving a crater in the ground as he nearly trampled on top of Danzen, he settled on the only option he could come up with: tire Nomtoi out. 
 
    To do so would require Danzen to constantly be moving backward, maintaining a distance between the two of them rather than shadowing him, and keeping his brother always on the advance. While Nomtoi had some long-range capabilities through the ripple attack he’d used before, he’d yet to strike him in this way, which led Danzen to believe that a distance of about ten or fifteen feet was the sweet spot. 
 
    Maintaining his composure, Danzen continued to avoid his brother’s charges. Making it even harder was the fact that Danzen was fighting him on a hillside, the angle of the land disrupting his equilibrium, especially as he kept changing directions to repel his brother’s strikes. Yet something seemed to be working, Nomtoi breathing just a bit more heavily than he had been at the start of the fight. 
 
    A sudden flash of white had Danzen’s heart in his throat for a moment as he feared that Kudzu had involved herself in the fight. Instead it was Nomin, the blind assassin light on her feet as she intuited what Danzen was doing, as she prepared to add to the distractions in effort to exhaust Nomtoi. 
 
    Danzen wanted to call out to her, to tell her to save herself, but he knew it would be no use on Nomin, nor would it be any use on Yato, who was doing the same now, albeit from a further distance back, speeding forward, slashing, and disappearing. 
 
    “Hey, you useless idiot!” Everyone turned at the same time to see that Jelmay had taken the form of Danzen’s father and had replicated his purple armor, his striking physique, and his handsome features partially covered by a thick beard. Jelmay pointed at Nomtoi, speaking in Tengir Gantulga’s voice once again: “I would rather have a demented yamachichi as a son than you.” 
 
    “Stop… mocking… me!” Nomtoi roared, his temper flaring. 
 
    Seething, veins pulsing on his neck, Nomtoi took off toward Jelmay, only to be blindsided by Danzen, who shouldered into his half-brother and sent the towering monster of a man tumbling to the side. The blind assassin rushed toward him as well, and rather than use her swords, Nomin sent both legs forward and kicked off Nomtoi’s shoulder, doing a flip that saw her landing on her feet and skipping away before he could swipe at her.  
 
    Regrouping, and realizing he was being played, Nomtoi quickly changed strategies. A wave of energy came spiraling in Danzen’s direction and he barely managed to dodge it. He took Yato with him, the female assassin withdrawing her gauntleted blades just as Danzen reached her, the two tumbling, the blast radius of Nomtoi’s attack growing. 
 
    Nomtoi spun, and tore up more of the soil with his next attack. Just to get him to stop, Danzen hurled Astra at his half-brother, the boomerang sword hitting its mark but not doing any damage before twisting in the air and returning. 
 
    The urge to protect Yato was hard to suppress, Danzen naturally finding himself moving in front of her, even though she was clearly capable, especially with her enhanced speed, of avoiding most of his brother’s attacks. 
 
    But not all. 
 
    Nomtoi’s next energy strike cut a sharp dip into the hillside that caused both of them to trip, Yato landing on a knee but managing to get out of the way as Danzen nearly plowed into her. Nomtoi rushed toward the two of them, only to be blocked by Nomin, who gave the demon a spin kick that seemed to echo across the valley. 
 
    Jelmay continued to taunt Nomtoi along the perimeter of the fight, and while the beast of a man was growing accustomed to ignoring the bakeneko, occasionally he would turn and begin charging in his direction, only to be taken off guard by either Danzen or Nomin. 
 
    Danzen couldn’t help but shake this feeling that his brother was much stronger than he was letting on, but that by agitating him, they had prevented a deadlier attack. They just needed to keep the pressure up, to keep him from realizing how easy it would be to do some serious damage to Danzen’s associates. It was ironic to think that his brother, as delusional as he was, was fighting them because he not only thought Danzen wanted their father’s throne, but that he actually believed Danzen had been killing people as of late with the intention of sending them to Diyu to do something to Nomtoi. 
 
    Could he really be this delusional? There was nobody that Danzen could send that would be able to take his demonic half-brother if Nomtoi simply focused his power. Danzen had seen him do serious damage, yet here he was, bewildered, intoxicated by his own delusions, paranoid. 
 
    Astra went singing through the air just as Nomtoi reached Nomin, the blind assassin gritting her teeth as she prepared to parry his attack. Shifting focus, Nomtoi batted Astra away and swiveled back to Danzen, his entire body trembling with rancor. Something flashed across his eyes and Nomtoi stopped fighting. He pushed onto his back legs, a hulking demon if there ever was one, and turned to Danzen’s mother. 
 
    As he did so, Nomtoi sent bursts of energy in both directions, disrupting Danzen and Yato on his right, and Nomin on his left as he charged up the hill, clumps of dirt flying into the air behind him. 
 
    “No!” Danzen shouted. 
 
    Even as the ground exploded all around him, Danzen flung himself toward his half-brother, the power of Sunyata surging through him as he tried to catch Nomtoi. 
 
    What he saw next nearly caused Danzen to miss his trajectory and tumble down the hill, Shodren hovering at the entrance to his monastery, enormous energy wings behind her, a light-purple glow all around her head like that of a halo.  
 
    Nomtoi lunged for her, and when he was within inches of reaching Shodren, he was hurled backward, easily two hundred feet into the air, his eventual impact like that of a comet. 
 
    It was time, Danzen recognized it immediately. 
 
    This was their chance to bring Nomtoi down for good. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Fueled by a mania he could barely contain, Nomtoi pulled himself back to his feet and charged up the hill, kicking up rocks and soil with his claws he bolted toward Shodren. He launched himself up, and began floating from there, moving toward Danzen’s mother as if he were climbing a visible staircase.  
 
    Hoping to stop his brother before he reached her, Danzen exploded into the air like a spinning firecracker aimed at his demonic half-brother. He collided with him, throwing Nomtoi off his trajectory. As soon as Nomtoi hit the ground, he was attacked by Yama and Nama, the stone lion dogs giving him a pummeling before he could right himself and toss them away, which was just about the point that Nomin entered the equation. 
 
    Fearless as ever, the blind assassin swiftly scaled Nomtoi’s back, straddling his shoulders as he tried to buck her off, where she succeeded in stabbing several of his eyes. It became evident that they were the only soft spot on his body at the moment, the hulking monster eventually able to force Nomin off. She landed on her feet and slipped out of the way just in time to avoid his next swat, a zigzag pattern of blood now traced across his face and snout, drops of ichor flinging into the air as he gave up on the blind assassin mid-attack and turned back toward Shodren. 
 
    Nomtoi was struck again by a searing blast of purple energy from Danzen’s mother, one that sent him rolling down the hill again. Chasing after him, Danzen catapulted himself toward his demonic half-brother, both hands on Astra’s grip now, his plan being to drive the tip of his blade through the crown of Nomtoi’s skull. 
 
    Danzen felt for a moment that everything was moving in slow motion, combat timing one that seemed to exist on a different plane of reality, every millisecond counting, the battle slowing down to the point that he could make out individual ripples in Yato’s robes as she also prepared to strike Nomtoi.  
 
    He was going to hit his mark, and he didn’t know what would happen next, if Nomtoi could even die for that matter, but he would deliver the death blow regardless.  
 
    Danzen started to come down, his aim pure, his target gradually starting to press himself back up. But in those few moments of reality before he landed his blow, several of Nomtoi’s eyes locked on him, narrowed, and the impact that followed tossed Danzen off to the left, and also brought forth an enormous slash mark across his shoulder and chest. 
 
    Hellspawns incoming. 
 
    The portals began to open up, their mist at odds with the pale morning sun. He pushed himself out of the dirt, Danzen focused on the twenty or so demons that were preparing to join the battle. He would command them; they would offer more distractions while he continued to attempt the impossible, to kill his half-brother.  
 
    He could do this; they were his creations. 
 
    “Attack him!” Danzen bellowed just as several of his demons looked in his direction. 
 
    They all turned to Nomtoi, who was standing on his back legs now, hunched over, his eyes bleeding, his smile shifting sinister. 
 
    Danzen’s demons glanced back at him, and they took off, choosing their side. It was something he had feared, that like the hainu, an alpha would be in charge, and clearly that alpha was Nomtoi. 
 
    He saw a flicker of white out of the corner of his eye as Kudzu struck one of his demons, Jelmay coming to her aid. Nomin and Yato also joined the battle against his hellspawns, the two twirling and slicing their way through his creations, preventing them from leaving the area. Danzen loosed Astra, his boomerang sword cutting through the closest demon and actually tearing out the creature’s back before returning to his grip, covered in blackened blood. His focus fell onto Nomtoi again, who had begun charging up the hill, once again aimed at Danzen’s mother, his two lion dogs standing guard before her. 
 
    Nomtoi reached her, and as he did, Danzen saw his mother float a foot higher into the air, her eyes a blazing purple-white, hands down at her sides with her fingers wide, sheer power oscillating around her entire body to the point that it was visible. Rather than fling him away, she struck Nomtoi with a concentrated burst of Sunyatic energy which stopped him dead in his tracks. He tried as he gritted teeth to advance on her, but soon Danzen’s demonic half-brother began sliding back down the hill; Shodren chased after him, continuing to fry him with her power, the look on her face one of concentrated malice. 
 
    A flash of gold and Danzen saw his father suddenly floating behind her, Shodren oblivious to his appearance, an indecipherable expression on his face. 
 
    As if it were a blade, Tengir Gantulga sent his fist through Shodren’s lower back, his hand tearing out of the front of her robes, the fight suddenly coming to a stop. Danzen’s hellspawns that were still standing fell to the ground and crumbled into ash, and even the wind that had started to whip up around the monastery ceased to exist. 
 
    Everything was on standby. 
 
    Turning toward Tengir Gantulga, Nomin moved into an attack position, Yato following suit as she brought both gauntleted blades up, her shoulders shaking, the young assassin swallowing her dread. 
 
    Nomtoi wasn’t so audacious.  
 
    As soon as he saw Tengir Gantulga, he began to morph back into his human form, Danzen noticing now that one of his eyes was missing, his cheek puffy and splattered with blood. Nomtoi took a knee before their father, his whitened robes twisting around his body and repairing themselves. 
 
    Danzen’s response was instinctual. With a cry of anger the likes of which he rarely released, he threw all of his power into sending Astra forward, his father merely turning at the very last second possible, using Shodren’s body as a shield.  
 
    Danzen’s sword struck his mother, the impact breaking through her breastplate, Shodren gasping as she leaned forward. She was quickly pulled backward by Tengir Gantulga’s hand, which was still sticking out of the front of her body. 
 
    “Nomtoi, you fool,” his father said, his voice unlike anything Danzen had ever heard before. It existed all around him, even though he was a good fifty feet away, and it seemed to echo down the hill. 
 
    “Father…!” 
 
    A portal opened up beneath Nomtoi, and he cried out as he was dragged back to Diyu by an invisible force.  
 
    Shaking his head, Tengir Gantulga removed Astra from Shodren’s chest using his free hand. He tossed the weapon to the ground, Astra immediately whipping backward and landing in Danzen’s grip, drenched in his mother’s blood. 
 
    “I’ll kill you… I’ll kill you…” Danzen said, so overcome with emotion that there were tears in his eyes. 
 
    “Finally, we can be together again.” Tengir Gantulga yanked his bloodied fist out of Shodren’s torso. Rather than let her drop to the ground, he cradled Shodren in his arms, the woman’s life extinguished, Danzen’s mother dead. Lifting her face toward his, Tengir Gantulga passionately kissed Shodren on the lips, a smile forming as he did so. 
 
    Danzen reached his father, once again attempting the impossible. While Tengir Gantulga continued to kiss Danzen’s dead mother, he lifted a single finger into the air and stopped the trajectory of his son’s blade, Danzen frozen for a moment before he was thrust backward. 
 
    He hit the hill and rolled, finally coming to a halt once he reached Nomin and Yato. Back on his feet, Danzen brought his sword up again, hunched over, ready to do whatever it took to end this, the insanity, the depravity. 
 
    His father needed to die, deserved to die. 
 
    Tengir Gantulga finally stopped kissing Shodren. He looked down at Danzen and his companions, Jelmay and Kudzu joining them as well. “It appears as if things have gotten out of hand,” he said, a dark fondness in his eyes. His facial expression changed as he squinted at something in the distance. “It… it can’t be.” 
 
    Whoosh! 
 
    Tengir Gantulga was struck by a pillar of purple energy.  
 
    He lost Shodren as he hit the ground, the energy that struck his father now with visible wavelengths spiraling around it, Danzen making out something dark at its center. A pained expression on his face, Tengir Gantulga lifted a hand into the air, his fingers morphing into a claw. 
 
    He vanished, and as he did so, a sudden explosion caused Danzen and his companions to all look away, covering their faces. Jelmay was the first to gasp when the smoke started to clear, the bakeneko standing stiff as a board as something approached them. 
 
    “Yatagarasu…” said Kudzu, the white fox taking a step back. 
 
    The three-legged raven landed on the ground before them, a bit of purple still in his eyes as he observed Danzen and his companions. 
 
    “How…?” Yato asked, her throat quivering. 
 
    The raven tilted his head to the side as if he were waiting for her to finish her question. When she didn’t, he spoke. “You’re wondering how I was able to strike down the ruler of Diyu, yes?” he asked, his voice with a melodic hint to it.  
 
    “That… That shouldn’t be possible,” said Jelmay. 
 
    “It appears as if you’ve never met a yokai from Sunyata before.” 
 
    “You’re from… Sunyata?” Danzen asked, still with his sword at the ready. This could be a trick; his father and his half-brother were capable of anything. But he knew that wasn’t the case, he knew what he had just seen. The yatagarasu had actually been able to land a strike on Tengir Gantulga, something he thought was impossible. 
 
    “Indeed, I am. I’ve been watching you for some time now, Danzen Ravja, and I’m dreadfully sorry I wasn’t able to do something sooner to save Shodren. These were her wishes, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “She wanted… that?” Jelmay asked as he motioned toward her body. 
 
    “That?” The three-legged raven glanced over his shoulder, to where he had just struck Tengir Gantulga. “No, she would have never wanted that, but she did instruct me not to intervene once he finally came, and I have honored her wishes. Shodren’s story isn’t over, you know, and neither is ours.” 
 
    The raven looked up at the sky. 
 
    “Yes, we have work to do. We will rebuild Sunyata together, just as Shodren wished, and I will do my best to help you along the way. Remember, things aren’t what they seem, and while your mother may be dead now, there are still options available to her, as far-fetched as that may sound. You may call me Sansar, and I look forward to joining you in your endeavors.” Sansar turned back to Shodren’s body, and flapped his black wings. “But before we make any further plans, we must honorably deal with the dead.”  
 
    “Are there more like you?” Kudzu asked. “Other yokai from Sunyata?” 
 
    “There are,” Sansar finally said after considering her question, “but it won’t be easy to find them, and even then, they may not be powerful enough to help us. For now, we will focus on the endeavor that you have already started. The time has come to bring balance to this world, for Sunyata’s reign to begin anew.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The end. 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Back of the book. 
 
      
 
    If you haven’t already taken a moment to do so, please review Pilgrim 3.  
 
    This series, and your response to it have had a serious impact on my writing life. I appreciate you taking the time to tell other readers what you thought. Yes, there will be a Pilgrim 4, and I endeavor to have it out in Oct-Nov of 2021. If you are reading this after November, it is out!  
 
    I have plenty of ideas for Pilgrim and your reviews really help promote this series to other readers, and encourage me to keep digging. For Pilgrim 3, I did a heavy amount of research using books published by Tuttle Publishing and revolving around everything from Japanese mythological creatures--the fight with Shutendorj--to the tragic lover’s tale, which I found in a book on Yoshiwara, the original district of sin in Edo (now Toyko).  
 
    Anyway, thanks for supporting me through your reviews and read on! 
 
    Pilgrim video game 
 
    I’m not insane. I promise. But I think Pilgrim would make an insane video game. Unfortunately, I am a one-man army so I have no idea how to get this done, but I do have a vision, a game that merges bestselling video games like Sekiro, Ghost of Tsushima, and Witcher III. 
 
    I’ve laid out what that would look like here. If you’ve played these games, you’ll instantly understand what I’m envisioning. Since I have no idea who reads my books unless you contact me, maybe I’ll get lucky and grab an exec of a video game company looking for some seriously cool IP. Or maybe that’s your best friend or favorite bakeneko who lives down the hill from your home. 
 
    Either way, here’s the Pilgrim video game concept on my Patreon page for all to see. Just putting this out there. Maybe we’ll all get lucky because this would be a truly fun game to play. It only takes a moment to imagine playing as troubled yet badass Danzen in an open world game in which you can’t get cut (at least at first), you have a boomerang sword, you can go after yokai/do quests, or hit the main storyline. Add crafting, add monastery (base building), and bending your echo and weapon upgrades. You get the picture. Anyway. I’ll stop dreaming. 
 
    Yours in sanity, 
 
    Harmon Cooper 
 
    Writer.harmoncooper@gmail.com 
 
    Here are some other ways to support my books: 
 
    
    	 Join the Proxima Galaxy on Facebook where I look for ARC (advanced Review Copy) readers and give away audiobooks  
 
    	 Join the Harmon Cooper mailing list. 
 
    	 Join my Patreon where you can read exclusive content (from cover design to future release ideas) AND all chapters before they are published.  
 
   
 
      
 
    If you feel like being social and getting other great book recommendations, check these pages out: 
 
    My Facebook Group 
 
    Cultivation Novels Facebook Group 
 
    Western Wuxia 
 
    LitRPG Books 
 
    GameLit Society 
 
    

  

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