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 .Prologue. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The surprise kick sent Danzen Ravja flying through the glass door, over the banister, and down to the courtyard below, his body slapping against the polished stone pavement. 
 
    He didn’t move, he didn’t let out a grunt to indicate that he was in pain.  
 
    Danzen simply lay there, his eyes tracing up to the shattered glass door, the assassin hoping, praying, that he hadn’t been cut. 
 
    The fall he could take, but spilling even a drop of blood… 
 
    Palmo Mipham flipped out the window and landed before him, an amulet shining on his neck as he laughed wildly, a wave of energy oscillating around the man’s body. 
 
    “The Diyu Brotherhood sent you?” Palmo snorted, the amulet around his neck glowing even brighter. 
 
    Danzen’s lungs filled with air, his body aching for just a moment as he sat up, confirming that his flesh was still intact, that there wasn’t a single scrape on him. 
 
    Palmo placed his hand on the hilt of his blade and drummed his fingers against it. “They will have to try harder next time.” 
 
    Danzen flipped up to his feet just in time, drawing his sword lightning-fast, their blades connecting, Danzen quickly knocking Palmo’s away with his first blow. 
 
    “Your swordplay means nothing,” Palmo hissed as he slapped the amulet on his chest, the man taking to the air in a burst of energy.  
 
    He landed on the clay roof of his elaborate home, and looked down at him. 
 
    “I don’t know how you got in here without alerting my guards, but surely the servants in their quarters have heard our little scuffle by now. Consider yourself dead, assassin.” 
 
    Danzen grimaced, a strand of his long hair falling into his face. 
 
    Mouthy, overpowered, and mostly frivolous targets were one of the many things that irked him about being an assassin. 
 
    Danzen had heard it all over the last twenty years, and it never seemed to amaze him how bold some people became once they got hold of a Sunyata talisman, their egos overshadowing their natural combat abilities. 
 
    Danzen moved to the roof so quickly that it startled this Palmo Mipham, the man gasping. 
 
    “You… you have a talisman?” he asked, the glowing amulet dangling from his neck shining even brighter. 
 
    Danzen shook his head, not feeling like wasting his breath on his final target. 
 
    This was it. 
 
    After this last mission, one undertaken only because of the respect Danzen had for his teacher, Biren Yeshe, he was through with the butcherous life of a hired killer. 
 
    There was a satchel hidden in a cave on a cliff overlooking Palmo’s expansive estate. All Danzen had to do was kill one more mark, retrieve his things, and he was gone for good. 
 
    “Answer me!” Palmo screamed, spit flying from his lips as he drew a smaller blade from the side of his boot. “You orphan, you son of a whore! You know what you are. All the assassins that the Diyu Brotherhood send out are…” 
 
    Danzen took a step closer to the man. 
 
    “Who sent you?” he asked, sweat forming on his brow. The blanched moon reflected off Palmo’s dark eyes as he took Danzen in. “At least answer me that. Who dares call for my death? Ha! Who can afford it? In fact, what are they paying you, assassin? Maybe you and I can work out a little arrangement…” Palmo twisted his blade, trying to show Danzen he meant business. “Well? Are you mute? Did your mother punt you onto the bloodied steps of the Diyu Brotherhood before she abandoned you? Answer me, you fool! You feckless slave to the blood trade!” 
 
    Danzen didn’t want to end it here, not on the rooftop. 
 
    It would be more honorable for him to accomplish his task in the courtyard below, less cleanup for Palmo’s servants, and maybe less shock for his family. 
 
    Rather than strike him down, Danzen slowly glided his blade back into its scabbard, his famed sword vibrating with power. 
 
    “You mute! You fool!” Palmo shouted as he swiped his dagger at Danzen.  
 
    Danzen sidestepped his attack and kicked the man’s legs out from beneath him, sending Palmo tumbling down the roof. 
 
    The man landed in a bush that had been sculpted into an oval, some of the clay roof tiles collapsing on top of Palmo, insult to injury. 
 
    With a whoosh, Danzen swiftly dropped down to the courtyard. He took a spot directly before his target, Palmo blinking his eyes open, a trickle of blood sliding down the side of his face. 
 
    “What… what are you?” the man asked, his bushy eyebrows pressing together as Danzen drew his sword. 
 
    But rather than swiftly execute his target, Danzen tossed his blade to the right, an approaching guard letting out a harrowed gasp. 
 
    Palmo glanced to see one of his guards fall to his knees, Danzen’s blade quickly returning to his hand, as if it were affixed by a magical string. 
 
    “What kind of magic…?” 
 
    Danzen motioned for his target to stand. 
 
    He could practically taste freedom by this point, his bondage to the Diyu Brotherhood over once he took care of this final contract, his last official kill. 
 
    And as Palmo got to his feet, slowly accepting his fate, Danzen tried to stomach the sense of elation moving through him, to focus, to finish this one final job. 
 
    His hopes were shattered when tendrils of blackened fabric swept through the courtyard, Danzen barely able to jump in time to avoid their sharp ends. 
 
    Palmo wasn’t so lucky. 
 
    The man’s legs were instantly cut off below the knees, revealing the white of bone rimmed in reddened muscle and tendons. Palmo screamed in agony as his body fell forward, the tendrils of blackened fabric quickly sweeping away.  
 
    Danzen jumped in the air again to avoid more of the fabric tendrils, twisting as he unsheathed his weapon and hurled it at an opponent standing on a rooftop on the opposite side of the courtyard, his assailant framed by the moon. 
 
    One of the tendrils of fabric swatted Danzen’s sword away, his blade magically returning to its scabbard. 
 
    The swaths of textile formed into the shape of a vase, quickly cascading down from the tiled roof and sweeping up into the arm bindings of a man Danzen was intimately familiar with. 
 
    “Help!” Palmo bellowed as he tried to scoot away, his severed legs leaving two rivulets of blood on the pavement as he sobbed and cursed. 
 
    The man with the dark arm bindings shot one of his tendrils at Palmo, cutting his ear off. 
 
    “I’m…” Danzen glanced down at his bloodstained blade. “I’m too old for this shit.” 
 
    “Danzen Ravja,” the man with dark arm bindings said as he rubbed his hands together, his fabric loose now, as if he were wearing sleeves that were too long. 
 
    “Norwin Dawa.” Danzen brought his sword to the ready. “Why have you come here?” 
 
    Palmo let out a gargled sound, and rather than let the man suffer anymore, Danzen flung his blade into Palmo’s back. His target let out one final gasp and collapsed, Danzen’s sword swiftly returning to its scabbard. 
 
    “I see you still are wielding Astra,” Norwin Dawa said in a jovial, almost mocking tone. “A boomerang sword crafted using a remnant. A beauty, to say the very least. I vow to you now, Danzen: once we’re done here, I will take care of Astra as if she were my own. I suppose she will go nicely with the bounty that the Diyu Brotherhood has placed on your head, a bonus, if you will.” 
 
    Danzen’s focus wavered at Norwin’s last statement. “A… a bounty?” 
 
    Norwin Dawa grinned. “Surely you didn’t think that Biren Yeshe would let his favorite assassin simply leave the Brotherhood, did you?” 
 
    “But…”  
 
    Danzen could no longer find the words.  
 
    He’d spoken with Biren Yeshe about his departure for months now, the older monk sympathetic to Danzen’s desire to give up his cutthroat lifestyle. 
 
    “You really believed him, didn’t you?” Norwin whipped his tendrils against the pavement, kicking up a mist of stone. His forearms were bulging now, the muscle visible under his plum robes. “I thought it would be fitting that I came before the others could find you. Soko, Nayaga, Shunta, Nomin, even some of the former teachers may come out of retirement to hunt you. Soko seemed quite keen to take the bounty. Perhaps I’ll let her have your sword.” 
 
    “No…” Danzen whispered. 
 
    “Yes, Danzen, yes. Remember, you are the one that gave me this.” Norwin pointed to the side of his skull, at the gnarled scar that stretched to the back of his neck. Norwin had kept a shaved head ever since, the scar adding a fierceness to his visage that he once claimed gave him an edge. “So I thought it would be appropriate for me to return the gesture so many years later.” 
 
    “We were much younger then,” Danzen finally said. “I was punished for it.” 
 
    Norwin’s tendrils began to circle around his forearms, thickening as they formed into an armor.  
 
    His unique ability, to control the fabric wrapped around his arms and hands, had come to Norwin after he swallowed a Sunyata talisman. It would have killed a normal man, and it should have killed Norwin. 
 
    But it didn’t. 
 
    And it was at this point that Danzen knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that this was going to be one hell of a night. 
 
    Especially if Norwin managed to draw blood. 
 
    A scream cut through the biting silence that had spread between them, Norwin turning to see a teenage girl in pink silk robes press past servants who were trying to hold her back. 
 
    “Father! Father!”  
 
    She shoved her way forward and arrived at Palmo’s dead body. The teenage girl took her father into her arms and looked up at the two men, unadulterated hate in her tear-filled eyes. 
 
    And that’s when Norwin struck. 
 
    The tendril of sharpened fabric spun past Danzen’s arm, its razor-sharp edge grazing his bicep, drawing blood. 
 
    “No,” Danzen said, his focus solely on the girl now. “Run! Run!” 
 
    “I always wondered about this,” Norwin admitted, curiosity taking shape on his face. “We were warned not to cut you in any way. You know, the rumor back then was that you were half-demon. But I never believed it…” 
 
    Danzen fell to a knee, looking up at his opponent. He felt hundreds of shadowy hands reaching up toward him, the demonic cries of terror grating against his eardrums, his soul torn to shreds as an incredible, visceral, unbelievably powerful energy swelled into his body from the depths of hell. 
 
    His eyes flashed red. 
 
    The teenage girl took one look at the transformation taking place, yelped, and tried to run away. 
 
    Norwin sent a tendril after her. Rather than kill her, he simply lassoed her legs and yanked her back to the ground, the teenager out cold as soon as her chin cracked against the stone. 
 
    “So this is what you become?” Norwin asked, Danzen absolutely seething at this point, his muscles pulsating, his veins swelling with a blood he hardly understood, one that made him stronger than any mortal he’d ever encountered. 
 
    “Go,” Danzen managed to tell Norwin, barely able to contain the sheer fury pulsating inside him. “If… if you value your life, go.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Portals opened up all around them, Norwin Dawa watching in delight as a dark mist formed. Clawed hands with yellowed fingernails reached out of the portals, gruesome snarls adding a jarring discord to the once-peaceful courtyard. 
 
    “And what about your Demon Speak power?” Norwin asked, twirling one of the bands of fabric that hung from his arm, the assassin barely able to contain his excitement. “What about this legendary feat of yours?” 
 
    “Go,” Danzen whispered, his hair in his face now, a dark hanging cloud over his head. “Please, Norwin.” 
 
    “No, I think I’ll stay.” Norwin swung one of his bindings at Danzen. 
 
     Danzen caught the binding midair, the sharp fabric immediately cutting into his palm and only fueling his rage. 
 
    “Come on, let me hear it,” Norwin chided. “You owe me that much.” 
 
    Danzen yanked the tendril of fabric toward him, his hand instantly wrapping around Norwin’s neck.  
 
    He drove the assassin into the ground, the force causing Norwin to pop back up, and land in the fountain at the center of the courtyard. 
 
    Norwin’s tendrils of fabric swirled around his body until they formed into a thick textile armor. 
 
    His eyes narrowing, Norwin exploded toward Danzen, whipping his tendrils all around him. Thickened blade pillars descended from his bindings, cutting into the ground beneath him as he moved. 
 
    The assassin advanced toward Danzen almost as if he were a spider crawling on eight legs, the tendrils of fabric suspending him as he laughed wildly. 
 
    Danzen drew his famed blade, slicing through swaths of fabric, ignoring the cuts, most of them healing instantly even as Norwin’s enchanted tendrils continued to come at him. 
 
    Norwin shot a web of fabric at Danzen, and he spun just in time to swat it away, practically possessed by this point, every movement calculated. 
 
    Danzen grabbed a large swath of the assassin’s binding and wrenched it toward him, his superhuman strength allowing him to yank Norwin down from the writhing fabric construct he’d created. 
 
    Danzen flung his assailant across the courtyard, into another fountain, the man bringing down a statue of a woman just about to fire an arrow. 
 
    “I still want to hear your Demon Speak power,” Norwin said as he pressed himself out of the rubble, a trickle of blood appearing on his lip, his body sopping wet. 
 
    Norwin’s bindings returned to him at once. 
 
    They churned around one of his arms and formed into an impossibly large conic blade made of razor-sharp fabric. 
 
    Wielding his newfound weapon with both hands, Norwin sprung toward Danzen, their weapons meeting, his strong enough to sustain Danzen’s rapid-fire attacks. 
 
    Norwin managed to hold his own, blocking most of Danzen’s attacks as more demons crawled out of the portals in the courtyard. He even tried to take Danzen down with trickery, sending out a binding every now and then to slice at the back of Danzen’s legs, aiming for his Achilles tendon. 
 
    Every time he did, Danzen pressed through it, his sheer power nearly impossible to contain. 
 
    Danzen increased his speed, Norwin parrying each of his attacks, sweat dripping down his brow as he tried to maintain his footing. 
 
    And all it took was one hesitant step on Norwin’s part to give Danzen the opening necessary to drive the tip of his famed sword through the man’s shoulder. 
 
    Danzen withdrew Astra, an arc of blood following the tip of the sword as he kicked the assassin away. 
 
    “You don’t know what you’ve done,” Danzen said, looking at Norwin’s blood, which now dripped from his famed blade to the ground.  
 
    The ground began to bubble, the hands and shadows pressing out again, their bloodlust evident in the terrifying screams and gargled yelps that emitted. 
 
    Norwin finally seemed surprised. 
 
    “Go…” Danzen said, turning to a shadowy form advancing on them. He swung his blade at it, cutting through the hellspawn. “Go, Norwin!” 
 
    Norwin covered the wound on his shoulder with one of his bindings. He looked to his right to see Palmo’s teenage daughter trying to slip away, her chin a bloody mess where she’d hit the pavement earlier. 
 
    A wicked smile rippling across his face, Norwin shot a tendril toward her foot and dragged her back into the courtyard, the teenager beating her fists against the ground as demonic hands grabbed for her. 
 
    “Good luck, Danzen,” Norwin growled, wiping the blood from his lip. “You will be hunted, wherever you are, it doesn’t matter. Your death is imminent.” 
 
    The assassin took to the air, his bindings acting as a spring beneath him.  
 
    Norwin landed on the rooftop, some of the clay tiling crumbling under his weight. He sent his bindings forward to an even higher tower, swinging away. 
 
    Chaos swelled all around Danzen in the form of shadowy demons as he turned his attention to the teenage girl, who was slowly being dragged into one of the portals by a pair of blackened hands. 
 
    One of the hands latched onto the long braid of her hair, terror painting across her face as Danzen lunged for her and cut the demon’s arm away. He lifted the teen and settled her on his shoulder.  
 
    “Let me go!” she shrieked, kneeing Danzen in the chest. 
 
    “It’s not safe here,” he told her as he turned to the southwest, in the direction of a hamlet that went by the name Namdak. 
 
    Danzen knelt, channeling his power into his feet and flung himself into the air.  
 
    The teenage girl kicked and screamed as they flew higher and higher, the wind beating all around them. 
 
    They reached an apex in the sky, the moon behind them as they arced downward, Danzen now focused on a safe spot to land. 
 
    He managed to clear a dirt road, crashing into the straw roof of one of the larger homes in the village, splinters and debris following him down. 
 
    Danzen landed on his feet, the teen vomiting on his back as he slowly stood and placed her on the ground. 
 
    “That’s all right,” he told the teenage girl, who was still dry-heaving, spittle dripping from her bloodied chin. 
 
    “You’re an assassin,” she said through gritted teeth, oblivious to the man and woman who had run from the bedroom into their living space to see a hole in the roof, dust in the air, the teenage daughter of one of the richest men in the area with blood smeared across her face, and a man in tattered robes with long hair, his muscles convulsing a little, his eyes bloodshot. 
 
    “Stay there and don’t move,” Danzen told the couple, the two freezing in place once they heard the sinister rumble of his voice, something so guttural that the pair felt it in their very souls. 
 
    Terror painted across the teenage girl’s eyes as she looked to him, trying to comprehend what she’d just heard. “Your voice? What…” 
 
    Danzen turned back to her, his face glistening with sweat, his breaths bated. “I’m… sorry about what happened back there.” 
 
    She shook her head, and regained her composure as she looked at him with an upturned face. “You scum, you dog. You’re an assassin. A killer. You killed my father!” she shouted, emboldened, her braid snapping as she braced to attack him. “I will not… I will not let you get away!” She charged at him and swung her fist, Danzen catching it.  
 
    “What’s your name?” he asked her, surprised that she actually made an attempt on him, especially in this form. 
 
    She may be foolish, but she was also fearless. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” she said, struggling to free herself from his grip. “You’re a killer!” 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Sumi,” she said obediently, her face going pale. 
 
    “Sumi, you may not know who your father was, but most of his money, all of the kip that bought that wonderful house of yours, came from trafficking girls younger than you. But that’s not why I was sent to kill him,” he said, his hands on her shoulders now, Sumi stiff as a board. “His rival paid my organization to take him out.” 
 
    “What?” she asked, growing angry again. 
 
    “I killed a human trafficker for another human trafficker. It was in the contract…” Danzen explained, not able to hide the shame in his voice.  
 
    And even though the power that had been unleashed by Norwin’s attack still raged through him, still made his muscles pulsate, still saturated his blood and tainted his vision with a blistering animus he could barely contain, Danzen experienced an overwhelming sense of remorse, a desire for redemption, for retribution. 
 
    “A contract?” 
 
    “This is it for me,” he said carefully. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Sumi whispered. 
 
    His eyes twitched. “I can’t do this anymore. I’ve grown out of it.” 
 
    “So you’re just going to quit? Why… why didn’t you quit before you killed my father?” 
 
    “It was agreed upon…” Danzen said, recalling what Norwin Dawa had told him, that Danzen’s teacher Biren Yeshe had ordered the hit on his life. “And now I’m going to disappear.” 
 
    “Disappear? To where?” 
 
    “Where would you go?” he asked, squeezing her shoulders. 
 
    “What?” Sumi tried to press away from Danzen but he held strong. “Let me go!” 
 
    Danzen turned to the couple who were still frozen, the woman’s mouth agape. “Where would you go to disappear?” he asked both of them, his voice guttural again, awash with malice. 
 
    “To d-d-disappear?” the man asked, a sudden luminosity taking shape on his face. 
 
    Danzen tilted his head a little as he took the man in. He blinked twice, Sumi finally freeing herself from his grip. 
 
    “Yes, to disappear…” Danzen told the owner of the home. 
 
    The man cleared his throat and spoke: “If I had to disappear, I’d go to the end of the world. To Genshin Valley. I’ve been there before, even as far as Suja Village. That’s where I’d go,” the man said, his voice almost monotone now. “There’s magic there…” 
 
    Danzen returned his focus to Sumi.  
 
    “And what about me?” she asked. “You’re just going to leave me here?” 
 
    “Yes, I am.” 
 
    “You’ve ruined my life. You’ve killed my… I’ll…” Sumi’s onyx eyes filled with rancor. “I’ll kill you for this.” 
 
    “Stay here for now. Forget that I told you where I was going,” Danzen told her using his Demon Speak power again. He looked up at the hole in the roof, a ripple of fury cascading down his shoulders.  
 
    “I will… I will stay here,” Sumi said obediently.  
 
    His voice lost its monstrous edge, morphing back to its normal tone. “I’ve got to get back to the fight. I can’t let the demons I’ve unleashed make it to the village.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen landed in the now-misty courtyard, not far from Palmo Mipham’s deceased body. 
 
    Even though it was night, the estate was darker than it had been when he left, the moon hiding behind a black cloud, erratic movement in the shadows, the occasional terrified scream ringing out as the hellspawns Danzen had unleashed went about slaying the servants still in the manor. 
 
    Danzen could feel the demonic thirst that hung heavy in the air; he could smell iron in the blood, quantify the bedlam; and oddly enough, he could still taste impending freedom. 
 
    Even with what was about to happen, Danzen couldn’t help but sense his pending exodus. 
 
    He just needed to wrap things up. 
 
    Figuring he would work his way down, Danzen surged to the nearest balcony, which just so happened to be the one that he had come tumbling out of at the start of this whole affair. 
 
    This was supposed to be a quick kill. 
 
    Danzen hadn’t expected Palmo to have such a powerful kick, but then again, it really wasn’t Palmo’s kick that was powerful, it was the Sunyata talisman on his neck that had given the man his enhanced strength. 
 
    It occurred to Danzen as he made his way inside the estate that perhaps he should grab the talisman before leaving here tonight, that it would be of value to him.  
 
    He didn’t rely on these types of items, not with his inherent power, but owning it could be an asset. And if he wanted, he could always discard the talisman after removing its Sunyata remnant, the origin of the power. 
 
    Danzen was just drawing his blade when he heard the scuttle of a demon crawling on the ceiling. 
 
    He looked up just in time for a shadowy monster to leap onto him, its red eyes matching Danzen’s as the demon bared its terrible maw. 
 
    But Danzen was faster, even if it was supposed to be a surprise attack; his blade ripped through the hellspawn’s sternum and out its back, black blood arcing after it. 
 
    Another monster came swelling into the room and Danzen tossed Astra at the demon, his blade magically reappearing in its scabbard after killing Danzen’s assailant. 
 
    Having been in this scenario before, he estimated that there were a good twenty of these terrible creatures spread throughout the house. 
 
    He’d have to act fast. 
 
    Danzen reached the hallway and hung a left, slipping into a study where he found two blackened forms hunched over the body of a woman, viscera and blood coating the spines of the shelved books. 
 
    These demons were more tangible. They had clearly fed. 
 
    The first one noticed him, its deformed maw starting to tear at the seams as its lips curled, its teeth soaked in crimson, its eyes beady and set back on its head, black as Danzen’s soul, horns jutting from the demon’s skull. 
 
    The creature hopped off a writing table, yellowed claws exposed as it tried to reach Danzen before he could draw his blade. 
 
    While Danzen experienced superhuman strength and speed in this form, Danzen was not able to get Astra out of its scabbard in time. 
 
    The hellspawn clambered on top of him, Danzen bringing both his hands to its neck and throwing it to the side, books falling on top of the demon. 
 
    He scrambled on top of the horrific creature, choking it with his bare hands, the demon gasping for air as its beady eyes bulged out of its eye sockets. 
 
    The next creature slammed into both of them, the wall partially giving way. 
 
    Danzen snapped the neck of the demon he was strangling and grabbed the one that had latched around his shoulders, flipping the second demon onto its back.  
 
    He pinned it with his knee and snapped its neck as well, knowing that they would eventually fizzle out of existence. 
 
    He heard a screech from the hallway as another opponent flooded into the increasingly blood-strewn room. 
 
    Danzen quickly drew his blade and flung it, Astra’s sharp edge meeting the demon’s forehead and tearing out the back of its deformed skull. 
 
    Astra was back in his hand in a matter of seconds, Danzen slipping into the hallway, continuing his mission to exterminate. 
 
    He flashed the number five with his hand, reminding himself of how many he had taken down, Danzen barely registering the layout of the hallway. From the elaborate tile on the floor to the portraits Palmo had commissioned, the man had funneled his dirty money into quite the collection. 
 
    Danzen met two more hellspawns in the hallway. He was able to quickly finish them off as he made his way around to what would have been the family wing, first stopping in Sumi’s bedroom. 
 
    Danzen paused at the door, catching his breath, still feeling the intense power radiating through him, his veins pulsing, his heart beating in his throat. 
 
    The room was what he’d expect a wealthy teen’s room to look like, with lush satin sheets on the bed, a handsomely carved make-up table, wooden dolls arranged on stands, a plethora of reading material. 
 
    Satisfied that the room was empty, Danzen was just about to turn when he saw something moving under her blankets. 
 
    He then saw a stain of red on the white sheets, Danzen quickly moving to the bedside and whipping the sheets away. 
 
    A pint-sized demon huddled over the body of a young girl, the muscles on its back bulging as it crammed flesh into its mouth. Realizing its cover had been removed, the demon screeched. 
 
    Danzen killed it, the creature's head flying one way, black blood spritzing against the crimson sheets. 
 
    As he made his way back to the hallway, and from there down to the greater living areas below, where the servants’ quarters would be, Danzen wondered who the young girl was. 
 
    He hoped it wasn’t Sumi’s sister. 
 
    He was just reaching the kitchen when the wall in front of him exploded, a muscled hellspawn with three arms roaring as the debris settled. 
 
    It grabbed Danzen before he could cut it down and tossed him into a hanging slab of meat, the large hunk of flesh falling on top of him as he landed at the back of the kitchen, bags of flour kicking up powder into the air. 
 
    Danzen coughed, his vision momentarily blocked by the mist of powder. 
 
    It was by sheer instinct that he avoided the claw coming at him, the amber fingernails cutting through the dust. 
 
    He rolled behind the muscled, three-armed hellspawn and brought his sword into its back, pulling up as the creature let out a grisly gasp. 
 
    Using his foot as leverage, he cut its head off, its black blood causing the flour on the ground to turn purple, the demon letting out a final garbled choke as it died. 
 
    As Danzen reached the kitchen's exit, three more shadowy opponents moved to the space, Danzen killing them all with a single toss of his sword. 
 
    He continued to move toward the servant’s quarters. 
 
    A door kicked open and a man shouldered out of it, a grizzled demon reaching for the servant’s legs and dragging him back in. 
 
    Danzen was in the room in a heartbeat, quickly finishing the creature off by decapitating it, its neck bubbling ebony blood. He turned his attention to the frightened man, who had cuts running up and down his calves. 
 
    “Run,” Danzen told the man, using his Demon Speak ability. “Do not hide. Run. And bring anyone alive with you.” 
 
    The man nursed his leg as he hobbled out of the room, heading toward the kitchen. 
 
    Danzen slew five more of the creatures in the servant’s quarters, moving through the space with razor precision, his years of training taking over. 
 
    He could tell by the smell in the air, and the way the tension was starting to wane, that the demons’ influence over this realm was nearly finished.  
 
    And he was just reaching the end of the servant’s quarters when he heard something above him. 
 
    As he looked up, the ceiling gave way, two thick-skinned demons and a large man spilling into the hallway, Danzen barely able to slip out of the way. 
 
    One of the demons turned to him and screeched, the beast on Danzen in a matter of seconds. 
 
    He was slammed into the wall, Danzen using his incredible strength to get the upper hand and drive Astra into its gut. 
 
    Curiously, the other demon saw what happened and dropped the man it had been attempting to devour. It turned to run the other way. Danzen grabbed a large slab of stone from the collapsed ceiling and heaved it at the demon, bringing it down. 
 
    He stood over the creature in a flash, driving his blade into the back of its head and pulling it upward, his blade trailing a line of black blood. 
 
    And that was it. 
 
    That was all of them. 
 
    Danzen paused, listening for any more sounds, feeling for more demoniacal tension in the air. 
 
    All he could hear were the sounds of the servant who had come from the floor above, the big man groaning in pain, his body mutilated, a large gash in his stomach revealing his intestines. 
 
    “Kill… Kill me…” he whimpered, his face splashed in blood, contrasting with the whites of his eyes. “Please…” 
 
    Danzen bowed his head to the man, closed his eyes, and once they were open again, he delivered a fatal blow. 
 
    He looked up to the exit of the servant’s quarters and appeared there in a flash, moving just a bit slower than he normally would have at peak demonic power. 
 
    Danzen let himself out to the courtyard, looking up at the night sky, the clouds that were covering the moon earlier suddenly gone, everything illuminated. 
 
    Everything was quiet, calm in an eerie way. 
 
    Danzen found Palmo’s dead body and kneeled before it. He removed the Sunyata talisman from his mark’s neck. 
 
    He was just about to leave for good when he made a sudden decision. 
 
    Danzen turned toward the southwest again, toward Namdak Village. 
 
    He crouched, gathering some of his innate echo given to him by his demonic powers, and launched himself high into the night’s sky. 
 
    He landed outside the home he’d crashed through earlier, Danzen pausing to catch his breath before knocking. 
 
    The man who had told Danzen to go to Genshin Valley came to the door, surprise taking shape on his face. 
 
    “Freeze,” Danzen told the man as Sumi appeared behind him. 
 
    “It’s you…” she started to say, her fists curling at her sides. 
 
    Danzen handed the dark-eyed teen her father’s talisman. “Take it. It’s powerful. Don’t sell it. Don’t tell anyone you have it.” 
 
    He deposited the Sunyata talisman in her hand, and with that, Danzen Ravja was gone. 
 
    Finally retired.


 
   
  
 

 Part One 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A girl no older than ten laughed as she wound her way through the pedestrians of Suja Village’s Third District. 
 
    The girl wore yellow robes with silk embroidery, the ends of the robes dirty from the hours upon hours she’d spent playing outside, mostly with the neighbor boys, the girl fitting in better with them than she did the other young ladies of the village. 
 
    She paused as excitement rippled through her, the child oblivious to a man leading a horse past her, the horse dragging a cart filled with vegetables bound for the neighboring village of Chutham.  
 
    “Careful,” the merchant said, raising his hand in her direction. 
 
    But the girl was already gone, running again once she saw a taller boy, who had strapped a long-nosed yokai mask to his face.  
 
    The color of the mask was a shade of red used in the east mostly for regality, the eye holes on its surface cut into slits, white eyeliner traced around them which arced upwards, matching the devilish grin that stretched across the surface of the mask, framing its six-inch-long nose that curled at the end. 
 
    The mouth opening was big enough for the wearer to stick his tongue through, the youthful boy eliciting a high-pitched cry, the girl in yellow robes screaming with delight. 
 
    The yellow-robed girl ran to a cart containing logs and other assorted goods, quickly finding a hiding spot behind it. 
 
    Stalking now, the boy pressed up to the cart and started slowly moving his way around it, the girl doing the same but in the opposite direction, the two of them doing an entire loop before she tried something else. 
 
    With nowhere left to go, the girl slipped underneath the wooden cart, waiting with bated breath as the masked youth made his way around again. 
 
    Her eyes went wide as his feet stopped, as he turned, just a bit of dust kicking up once he took his next step. 
 
    He stopped again. 
 
    The girl brought her hands over her mouth, still hiding, a look of sheer delight cutting across her face as the masked boy started to crouch in front of the wooden cart. 
 
    She squealed and slid out the other side, tripping as she lost her footing. 
 
    But she would never hit the ground. 
 
    Instead, a man in worn robes caught her by the arm and lifted her back to her feet. 
 
    The boy in the yokai mask stopped dead in his tracks. 
 
    He looked up to the man, who had a head full of dark hair that had been tied into a messy topknot, a few of the strands blowing in the wind, his face upturned.  
 
    The youth started to tremble as the man glanced from the masked boy to the young girl. 
 
    “Careful,” Danzen Ravja told the two as he continued on his way, the girl screaming and running away as the masked boy chased after her. 
 
    It had taken Danzen two years to reach Genshin Valley, two years in which he had lived completely off the grid, slowly making his way over a variety of landscapes, from barren to cultivated, his goal being to reach the end of the known world. 
 
    Now that he had made it here, to Suja Village, which certainly wasn’t a village any longer considering its size, he was ready to settle. 
 
    And he had, Danzen finding an abandoned cave outside of the Third District. 
 
    He had stayed there for a good week at this point, only venturing out at night to pick up food supplies, which he paid for with the kip he’d earned over his two-year journey to get here.  
 
    But even if he was content, happy to be away from it all, the call of humanity was strong indeed, and one of humanity’s greatest inventions, a warm bowl of hearty stew and a flagon of ale, was even stronger. 
 
    Danzen saw Suja Raksi Hall, the Third District’s local watering hole, up ahead, the sight causing him to lick his lips. 
 
    He ignored the people observing him as he moved through the village, Danzen used to their stares by now.  
 
    A woman stepped in front of her children, using the end of her robe to cover their eyes. A smaller man, stout with muscled arms, spit in the direction of Danzen’s feet, glaring at the new stranger in town as he passed. 
 
    It was spring, the wind carrying with it the faint scent of flowering trees, which lined a few of the nicer homes that were set away from the main road. There was still a chill in the air, but it was clear that it would soon pass, the ice melting away every morning when the sun came up. 
 
    Danzen noticed energy to the streets, one that he had experienced before in the realm. 
 
    Known as Spring Syndrome, it was a time in which the seasons changed, a time in which people came out of their homes, in which fields were planted, marriage parties planned, rites of passage for young men and women were celebrated alongside festivities and other religious holidays. 
 
    It added an electricity to the air, an excitement, even to a place as far away as Suja Village. 
 
    Danzen was just about to step into Suja Raksi House when a drunken man sat up, seemingly out of nowhere.  
 
    The man had been lying in a pile of horse manure, his face brown with muck, a confused look in his eyes, his hair a filthy mess with some of the locks dreaded, his boots muddy with tufts of grass hanging from his heels like fringe. 
 
    “It’s you,” the man said drunkenly, his words slurring together. “What are you doing here, demon?” 
 
    Danzen turned to the man. 
 
    “Heh… heh…” the drunk started to laugh louder and louder. “Heh! I knew it,” he said, blowing raspberries. “I knew it. He’s a demon!” the man suddenly shouted to a patron leaving the local tavern. 
 
    The patron, who wore a leather vest and an off-white tunic that stretched to his knees, looked from Danzen to the drunk. “The only demon around here is you, Shedrup,” he said, chuckling at his own comeback. 
 
    “You… you…” Shedrup burped. “This man…” He pointed his dirty, overgrown fingernail at Danzen. “This man is a demon! And your mother… argh… your mother breastfed you with her cock!” 
 
    The man in the leather vest paused, his forearms tensing as he turned back to Shedrup. He stepped over a pile of horse manure and approached the drunk, who continued to laugh and snort in the man’s general direction. 
 
    Rather than say anything else he brought his hand back and cracked his open palm against the side of Shedrup’s face. 
 
    “You keep your mouth shut, Shedrup,” the man said in a low voice. He struck the drunk again. “I don’t give a shit who your uncle is.” 
 
    Shedrup started laughing so hard that he could no longer sit up.  
 
    He fell back into the manure, laughing even more, spittle dripping down his lips as the man stood over him. 
 
    After a few kicks, the patron gave up and continued on his way, grumbling to himself. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen entered the tavern, naturally gravitating toward the darkest corner. He had been here just a handful of times now, each time trying to keep as low-profile as possible. 
 
    As he sat, a barmaid named Zorya made eye contact with him. She nodded and turned to the kitchen, barking out an order over her shoulder.  
 
    Danzen’s perspective allowed him to see the wooden stairs that led up to the second story, where there were rooms for rent, like many of the watering holes he’d come across over the last two years. Unlike the others, this one didn’t feature a brothel. The village’s pleasure house was in the First District, run by a woman named Eva who also owned a pleasure house in Chutham, which was information Danzen had picked up the previous night. 
 
    Always one to be aware of his surroundings, his eyes darted across the room. 
 
    There were a few men in the opposite corner playing cards, coins on the table, the men with their hands close to their chests.  
 
    A hallway cut through the middle of the bar to a new space with fresh wooden walls, which was closed at the moment, demarcated from the main room by a wooden sign affixed to a leather rope. 
 
    A couple of people congregated around the bar in the opposite corner of the room, men and women, a couple empty flagons of ale sitting on the table before them. 
 
    “The stew will be ready in about five minutes.” Zorya the barmaid stopped in front of Danzen, sweat on her brow. “You did want stew, right?” she asked, smacking her lips. 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Just like last time?” 
 
    He nodded again. 
 
    Zorya was short; standing on her tippy toes, she would probably make it just past the bottom of Danzen’s pectoral muscle. Her hair was hidden by a black bandanna which matched her pressed apron. Her tunic was nice and crisp, the slacks she wore were bunched up at the knee, the barmaid’s feet encased in a pair of old leather shoes that had shiny new soles.  
 
    “Will there be anything else?” she asked after Danzen didn’t say anything. 
 
    He knocked his fist on the table and flashed her the number one. 
 
    “Sure. One ale, coming right up.” 
 
    Zorya left, a few of the people at the bar looking over their shoulders at Danzen, murmuring. 
 
    He felt like putting his hood over his head, but he knew that would draw even more attention, at least it had when he’d first arrived in the village. 
 
    In the two years it took him to get to Genshin Valley, Danzen had performed a variety of tasks, from hard labor, to helping with a couple harvests. 
 
    Despite the physical effort he’d exerted, Danzen wasn’t as muscled as he had been before. His shoulders were still broad, his arm sinewy, his hair about the same length, but only because he cut it himself.  
 
    Along the way, he had remembered some skills that he’d once learned in his youth, but never really had the chance to hone due to the nature of his work. 
 
    One of these skills was sewing.  
 
    To better conceal his face, and protect himself from the glaring sun, especially in the summer months, Danzen had sewn a hood onto two of his four sets of robes. 
 
    He wore one of those sets now, which was totally by coincidence; Danzen no longer had anything to hide. 
 
    There wouldn’t be assassins out here, or at least there shouldn’t be. 
 
    The Diyu Brotherhood’s reach stretched far into the realm, but it rarely made its way all the way east, the distance not worth the effort. 
 
    Those with a Sunyata talisman, or perhaps someone who had ingested a Sunyata remnant or learned to bend their own echo, would be able to travel faster, but not everyone had access to such rare items, and most people didn’t have the patience or time to cultivate their echoes.  
 
    Danzen could have used his demonic power to make his trip much faster, but he knew in doing so he would have created a trail of breadcrumbs that would make him easy to find. 
 
    No, he hadn’t accessed his power in two years, not since Norwin Dawa cut him in Palmo’s courtyard.  
 
    Danzen hadn’t used his Demon Speak ability either. 
 
    He didn’t want to draw attention to himself; he didn’t want to make himself traceable in any way. 
 
    So Danzen relied on his own strength, which was still more than a normal man’s, his own speed probably thrice that of a layperson, and his own endurance, easily five times that of a normal man of the realm. 
 
    And thus far, his caution had worked. 
 
    Zorya returned with a flagon of ale, Danzen thanking her with a nod. 
 
    He brought the brew to his lips, smelling it first, enjoying its hoppy aroma.  
 
    He took his first sip, wiping some of the foam off with his arm, his eyes darting to the door as the drunk known as Shedrup stumbled in. 
 
    A wild look in his eyes, Shedrup pointed to everyone at the bar and made a threatening gesture. 
 
    A few of the men laughed, and as Shedrup approached them, he tripped on a knot in the wooden floor. 
 
    “I thought I told you to fix this!” Shedrup said, pointing a shaky finger at the knot on the floor as he used a table to help stabilize himself.  
 
    He made a noise in his throat like he was about to vomit, stopped, and then launched himself fully to his feet, his arms out wide as he grunted with delight. 
 
    Of course, this caused him to slip again, Shedrup landing onto his back. 
 
    Zorya the barmaid moved over to him. 
 
    “It’s fine,” he told her, swatting her away as she helped him stand. “Hands off!” 
 
    He shouldered away from Zorya and made his way to the bar.  
 
    Shedrup dramatically reached into the front of his robes, his hand going down far enough that it was close to his groin area. 
 
    The bartender, an older man with a hooked nose, calmed the patrons at the bar as Shedrup pulled a few coins out. 
 
    “I’ve been saving these, but you wouldn’t like to know where I’ve been saving them. Can’t put kip down there. Only coin!” He threw the coins on the bar and flashed the number two. “Take the kip, Amra, and wet my lips. Money is money no matter the wretched hole from whence it came!” 
 
    Hiding his scowl, Amra the bartender turned away from Shedrup and started pouring up the first ale. 
 
    He was just setting the flagon on the counter when a trio of men wearing gray tunics entered the bar, all of them congregating around the town drunk. 
 
    True to his nature, Shedrup ignored the men, puckering his lips as he went for his ale.  
 
    One of the men grabbed the flagon and threw the ale in Shedrup’s face. The intoxicated man jumped back in a rage, his fists drawn. 
 
    “I don’t have any money!” Shedrup shouted at the first man, swinging his fists. 
 
    His swing was drunken, but something about its sheer grace caught Danzen’s eye.  
 
    He had fought enough men to know their skill level by their opening move.  
 
    And while Shedrup’s knuckles ultimately missed their mark, something told Danzen that this was on purpose. 
 
    The other two men were suddenly on Shedrup, the drunk kicking and biting, knocking over tables as Zorya ran onto the scene with a broom, trying to shoo them all outside the tavern. 
 
    Shedrup managed to shove them away. The drunk leaped toward an empty table and grabbed a few empty flagons, which he proceeded to use as weapons. He swung them at the men until one of his assailants tackled him, scrambled on top of the drunk, and sunk a fist into his face. 
 
    A normal man would have been out cold from this punch, but not Shedrup. He bucked his assailant off and managed to get back to his feet. 
 
    Swiping the broom away from Zorya, Shedrup broke it over one of the men’s shoulders, the guy crying out as he kicked him away with a filthy boot. 
 
    The man came stumbling toward Danzen, and for a split second, Danzen prepared to intervene. 
 
    Luckily for everyone involved, the man caught his balance.  
 
    Before turning back to the fight, the man made eye contact with Danzen, shaking his head as if to say “goddamn drunks.”  
 
    With that, he prepared his return to the scuffle, Shedrup still engaging the other two men with the broom. 
 
    The man who had just balanced himself on Danzen’s table kicked his foot back like a bull and charged Shedrup. 
 
    The two flew through the entrance of the tavern, to the mud and manure outside. 
 
    The other two men made eye contact with Zorya.  
 
    One of them quickly said something to her and tossed a small satchel of coins to her feet before they took off, Shedrup’s wild cries reaching Danzen’s ears. 
 
    Zorya retrieved the coin purse and looked to the bar excitedly, everyone silent until she spoke. “A round of ale on the house!” she announced. 
 
    The patrons immediately cheered. 
 
    After a quick clean-up, Zorya distributed bonus flagons of ale to the people that weren’t seated at the bar, eventually coming to Danzen, a fresh ale and a bowl of stew on her wooden tray. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” she said, a little breathless now, Zorya forcing a smile. “They were debt collectors. From their tunics, it looks like they may be from Chutham. But that’s just my guess.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “You don’t say much, do you?” she asked as she set the bowl of stew in front of him. 
 
    Danzen nodded once again and he placed some coins on the table. 
 
    Zorya got the hint. 
 
    She set the fresh ale down next to the one he still hadn’t finished, and returned to her duties, leaving him to eat and drink in peace. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen slept relatively well in his cave, the temperature dropping rapidly even though it was approaching spring. As he’d done the previous night, he ended up lighting a fire in the middle of the night, the wood adding a crisp scent to the air that lingered into the morning. 
 
    The sun peeked through the cave opening as Danzen stirred, the homes of the Suja Village’s Third District visible on the horizon. The wind whistling through the field below drew fresh air into the cave, carrying with it bits of pollen that floated before settling. 
 
    Danzen started the fire again, and brought a pot of water to boil, scooping the hot water into a bowl with grains in it, which he used a pestle to mush until it had the consistency of a porridge. 
 
    He ate this, feeling his stomach grumble for more. 
 
    Once he finished the bowl of flavorless porridge, Danzen glanced at the bag of grain he had purchased from the general store. If he rationed himself, he had enough for at least a week’s worth of breakfast.  
 
    Otherwise, he would have to visit Suja Village for more supplies.  
 
    Determined to bunker down in his cave, to disappear from it all, Danzen let his stomach grumble, his back against the cave wall, his eyes closed. 
 
    Memories came. 
 
    Eventually, he found himself thinking about the last time he’d seen Soko, and how the woman had almost killed him. 
 
    But what other choice did he have? Her bloodlust had destroyed the girl he once knew; he had to cut it off. 
 
    It was likely through her that Norwin had learned more of Danzen’s power. At least he assumed this was the case. The only other person that knew about his power aside from Soko was Biren Yeshe, who in the end had ordered his assassination. 
 
    Of course, there were scores of the dead who had witnessed his power firsthand, but Danzen didn’t believe in ghosts, and even if he did, he was certain they wouldn’t be communicating with Norwin. 
 
    It still pained him to relive what he learned in the courtyard before his departure from the west, that his former teacher had ordered his assassination.  
 
    Yet there were a few long nights that Danzen admitted to himself that it made sense. 
 
    Biren Yeshe was the leader of the Diyu Brotherhood, and while he may have shown Danzen favors from time to time, order was absolutely necessary, from the orphans who would later become assassins, to the assassins who would later become marks. 
 
    There really was a circle of life in this business, and Danzen had thwarted the system by trying to get out of it. 
 
    He reached for Astra once he heard a noise outside the entrance of his cave. He withdrew the famed blade from its scabbard, just an inch or so, Danzen ready to fling it if necessary. 
 
    “Pilgrim, are you in there?” an elderly voice asked. 
 
    As was his nature, Danzen didn’t respond. 
 
    “They said you’re a quiet one. Are you in there, Pilgrim? I’m unarmed, if that’s what you’re wondering. I’m going to come in. Please, if you do have a weapon, put it down.” 
 
    Carefully, as if he were about to wake a hibernating bear, an old man slipped into view.  
 
    He kept himself erect through the usage of a cane, the silver head of a wolf on the grip, a purple stone in the wolf’s mouth. The man’s robes were simple, but he wore a copper identifying badge on his lapel that signaled he was an Elder. 
 
    “There you are,” he said, his eyes gleaming as he noticed Danzen, his hand now on the pommel of his sword. “Now, I know you can talk, so let’s cut the silent hermit act.” 
 
    Danzen stood, a visible height difference between the two.  
 
    “Look at you, Pilgrim.”  
 
    The man was hunched over and the top of his bald head partially reflected the sun. Whiskers stuck out of his ears, dozens of wrinkles crisscrossed his forehead. 
 
    “Why do you keep calling me that?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “So you can talk. Do you have a name?” the old man asked, leaning a bit on his cane. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Some of the villagers have started calling you Pilgrim, in case you didn’t know. People don’t know why you’re here, but there is a rumor going around that you’ve shown up for a pilgrimage of sorts. Hence the name. Personally, I don’t know why you would come to the edge of the known world for something as trivial as that. So, unless you don’t tell me what your name is, I’m just going to call you Pilgrim.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Do you know who I am?” 
 
    “Someone important.” 
 
    “Elder Sonders,” said the older man, pointing at his copper badge. “And since you don’t look like the chatting type, I suppose I should just get to the point of why I walked my withered self all the way up here.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Take it from a seventy-two-year-old man who has seen enough people on the run from their past to know a thing or two about wanting to escape. I don’t know who you are, Pilgrim, or why you’ve come here exactly, but the way you hold yourself tells me that you had extensive combat training. Your silence tells me that you weren’t an ordinary soldier back west. The hollow look in your eyes tells me that you’ve seen more death than you’d care to admit. And the fact that your hand is still on the hilt of your weapon reminds me to watch my tongue, that you would think nothing of adding another mark to your list. Am I on the right track?” 
 
    “Why have you come here?” Danzen asked in a low voice. 
 
    “Right, right,” the old man said, starting to cough. “I suppose I should get to the point. I already said that, didn’t I?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t nod.  
 
    Instead, he took a step closer to the man, his head tilting to one side once he noticed the faint energy glowing around the Elder. 
 
    Danzen didn’t bend his echo. With the innate power he possessed, it wasn’t necessary. He didn’t carry a talisman, nor had he done something bizarre with a Sunyata remnant, like ingesting it. 
 
    But he could tell when someone had. 
 
    “You think I’d come up here without something to protect myself?” Elder Sonders asked, tapping his cane against the ground. “Do I look that foolish to you?” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “You were at the tavern yesterday, were you not?” 
 
    “I was,” said Danzen as he finally relaxed his guard a bit.  
 
    He lowered his hand from Astra’s hilt and ran it through his hair, pulling his hair into a tight topknot. 
 
    “Then you know what happened there.” The Elder’s brow furrowed. “I’m not proud of him, Shedrup, but he is my nephew, and I promised my brother before he died that I would look after the useless runt. Anyway, long story short, I believe the debtors who kidnapped him took him to Chutham. And I’m here to ask you to bring him back.” 
 
    “I’m not for hire.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Elder Sonders laughed. “Everyone is for hire, Pilgrim. From the Emperor to the lowliest milk maiden. Everyone has a price. You clearly seem capable of retrieving my nephew, and I’m sure your swords skills will help you along the path, considering there are wild yokai between Suja Village and Chutham, especially if you veer off the main path.” 
 
    “Then hire someone else,” Danzen said. 
 
    “Before you say no, let me finish, Pilgrim. I have an offer for you, one that I believe will be to your favor.” 
 
    “I’m not interested.” 
 
    “You’ve come here to escape, have you not? And whatever you were in the west, this is what you are now, no better than a vagrant living in a cave. Listen here, Pilgrim. My family owns a plot of land not far from this very shithole you call home. There’s an abandoned monastery that sits on the land, one that would provide a nice shelter for you, especially someone with the nickname ‘Pilgrim.’ What I’m suggesting to you is this: bring back my nephew, Shedrup, and the monastery is yours.” 
 
    “What do I want with the monastery?” 
 
    Elder Sonders grinned. “Only you can answer that question, but I believe it might have something to do with redemption. And if that’s not the case, you’ll have a roof over your head, one that doesn’t leak. Well, as long as you repair it. These caves get pretty damp in the summer, and when the monsoon comes, you may be flooded out. The monastery is on higher ground. It was built by people who lived here hundreds and hundreds of years ago, the founders of the village. I won’t get into the stories of their names, because I’m guessing that doesn’t matter much to you. But it is a solid place to call home. Plus, I will throw in some kip for your troubles.” 
 
    “What makes you think I need money?” 
 
     “You’re living in a cave, Pilgrim, in a filthy cave at that. Take a look around. I’d rather pay this money to you than use it to pay off the debtors, who will all take their cut and then come back asking for more, claiming that the debt wasn’t fully paid.” 
 
    “I’m not in the business of killing people.” 
 
    Elder Sonders tapped his cane against the stone ground. “No one has asked you to kill anyone. But if someone does try to kill you, I am going to assume that you will defend yourself. These debtors come to the Third District whenever they’d like and act as if they are kings, like they are descendants of Sunyata. They pay off the city guards so they’ll look the other way, and get rougher than they should with the local girls. What I’m trying to say here is, they won’t be missed.” 
 
    “I’m not for hire,” Danzen said again. 
 
    “I’m offering you an abandoned monastery to live in and five hundred, no, make it a thousand kip. Shelter and a thousand kip. That’s plenty for you to live on for a while. I’m not going to argue with you about it. If you’re interested, be at the Suja Raksi Hall at noon. After a meal, which I’ll gladly pay for, and perhaps a pint or two if we’re both lucky, you’ll be more than ready to make the journey to Chutham.”  
 
    Elder Sonders lifted a hand to stop Danzen’s protests. 
 
    “Don’t say anything to me about it now. Just meet me at noon if you’re interested.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Suja Raksi Hall was filled with men who had recently come back from the mines.  
 
    They were a rough bunch, black smears all over their tunics and trousers, a few of them with open wounds rimmed in grease, all of them muscular, many of the men sharing the same dark looks in their eyes, the troubled gazes of people who had toiled underground for far too long, the breath of fresh air they were finally awarded tainted by their blackened windpipes, real oxygen less satisfying than they’d hoped it would be. 
 
    Danzen appreciated this. 
 
    Of all people, he knew what it was like to come out of the mines, to suddenly be blasted by the light, a blistering orb that tried to disinfect yet could never cure the festering wound of the choices he’d made below ground. 
 
    “I knew you would show up, Pilgrim,” said Elder Sonders, the wrinkles in the man’s face creasing back as he smiled. “And you came with a pack, I see.” 
 
    Danzen joined him at the same table he had sat at last night, when the Elder’s nephew had been taken. He placed his satchel on a free chair. 
 
    Elder Sonders grunted and Zorya the barmaid came running, the short woman momentarily surprised to see Danzen. 
 
    “Zorya, my dear, give this man some stew, and whatever meat you just pulled off the grill,” said the older man. “And a flagon of ale. Make it fast. He has places to go.” 
 
    “I won’t be drinking,” said Danzen. 
 
    “Bring the ale anyway.” 
 
    “Right away,” said Zorya before quickly moving back to the bar. 
 
    The Elder coughed and cleared his throat. “Now, where were we? Ah, if you leave within an hour, you should be able to make it to Chutham by nightfall. I was sort of kidding when I said be careful of who you may encounter. You’ve already been on that road before; you know that our two cities have guards stationed along it, garrisons, a few outposts. But I’m guessing you’re not worried about an encounter. And I’m not kidding about making it there by nightfall. People don’t venture out after dark, not if they can help it.”  
 
    Elder Sonders reached into an inner pocket of his robes and placed a small leather satchel full of coins on the table.  
 
    “That should be enough kip to get you there and back, as well as provide lodging and a couple meals if you get hungry. And no, this doesn’t count against what I’m going to pay you for bringing Shedrup back. Consider it travel expenses. Also, I wrote out a small promissory note for you, just in case there’s a bill you leave me somewhere. But try not to do that,” said the Elder, his bushy eyebrows narrowing on Danzen as he handed the former assassin the promissory note. “I’ve already got one man’s debt on my shoulder. I don’t need another.” 
 
    “Understood.” Danzen placed the coin pouch in his satchel and briefly checked the promissory note, which he tucked into a pocket he’d sewn into his robes.  
 
    “Just in case you lose your bag, huh?” said Elder Sonders. 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “As I said, only use my note as a backup plan. I don’t want any additional bills if they can be avoided.” 
 
    The barmaid came around with a bowl of stew and placed it before him, setting the ale down as well, some of the froth spilling over the rim of the flagon. The stew was oily, Danzen’s eyes falling to a rib sticking out of the center of the broth, the meat practically melted off the bone. 
 
    “I thought I told you to get this man some grilled meat,” said the Elder. 
 
    “It’s not cooked yet.” 
 
    “Thank you anyway,” Danzen told Zorya. “I’ll just have the stew.” 
 
    The barmaid bowed her head and quickly slipped away. Once she was gone, Elder Sonders returned his attention to Danzen. “What made you decide to go after my nephew anyway? If you don’t mind me asking. Maybe…” 
 
    “I had nothing else to do.” 
 
    “Ho! That’s one way to put it. I can’t really get a read on you, Pilgrim, aside from the fact that you’ve escaped something from the west. I don’t know what you are, or why you are here, but I know you have skills. And your blade there,” Elder Sonders said, glancing quickly to the pommel of Danzen’s legendary weapon, “looks like it may be something special, worth something, perhaps one forged with a Sunyata talisman.” 
 
    “It’s just a sword.” 
 
    But as he said this, Danzen’s throat quivered, the Elder noticing it and not pressing any further. 
 
    “Ahem, anyway. You may have to do a little research when you get to Chutham. I’d start at a tavern. And you need to hurry. I don’t know how long it will be until they leave, but generally, when they do come, the debtors hang out in Chutham for a few days going from pleasure house to tavern and back again, spending the money they’re going to receive for the person they’re bringing in before they even get it.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” said Danzen, which wasn’t the first time those words came out of his lips. 
 
    Since his very first assignment, it had always been his response. 
 
    Danzen had never been one that was overconfident, like some of the others, like Norwin, or Shunta.  
 
    But he didn’t like being called humble either.  
 
    He simply wasn’t ever sure of how things would play out, even with his enhanced power, and maybe even because of his superhuman strength, stamina, and speed. 
 
    There was always the chance that he would somehow get cut, that the demons would be unleashed, and he would have to kill them all and sweep up the pieces once his blood-borne wrath had settled. 
 
    It had yet to be worth the risk. 
 
    Elder Sonders tried to get more information out of Danzen as they ate, but the former assassin remained reticent, never revealing too much, if anything at all. 
 
    As he stood to leave, the Elder smiled up at him. “I like you, Pilgrim, I really do. And I’m not saying that just to hear myself talk. I don’t know what it is about you, and I probably shouldn’t like you, but I do. I really do. Good luck.” 
 
    Danzen nodded and left.  
 
    Moving quickly, he took a dirt road that cut through some of the homes of the Third District, all of them pressed together, children playing in the street, the occasional mother coming out and yanking their arms once she caught sight of Danzen. 
 
    He didn’t see the girl in the yellow dress that he’d seen the previous day, but he did see the boy she had been playing with, the youth still wearing the long-nosed yokai mask. 
 
    As he walked, Danzen wondered why the people of Suja Village were so beholden to these myths and legends.  
 
    He hadn’t personally encountered anything like a yokai in the west, and he had traveled through most of the land, from the outer settlements to the more established cities. 
 
    Why did they exist here? And moreover, did yokai even exist? Was it because the Panchen Mountains, which ran along the eastern side of the city, were said to be the only thing separating his world from Diyu, from hell itself? 
 
    Was that why these legendary creatures had come to populate the Genshin Valley? Or were they just old wives’ tales, stories told to keep people up at night, to make children behave, to keep the locals in line? 
 
    Danzen was silent as he walked, the road large enough to fit three merchant caravans side-by-side, lanterns every ten feet or so to light the path at night, small hovels that had been built in some of the rocks, occasional roadside homes with a thatched roof reminding anyone who moved along this path that it was maintained, that there were people there. 
 
    That this was civilization. 
 
    The sun was already starting to lower, a bead of sweat forming on Danzen’s brow. 
 
    He wiped it away but kept his hood up, ignoring a woman hanging clothes outside her home even though he could tell she was staring at him. 
 
    It wasn’t thirty minutes later that he came across one of the garrisons Elder Sonders had told him about, the first one being about half a mile outside of the city. It was heavily fortified, the guards along the wall walk observing a man at the front gate peddling jams and fermented goods. 
 
    A vulture soared overhead, Danzen’s eyes tracking it. 
 
    He recalled how he had eaten a few of these birds in the long two years it took him to get to Suja Village. 
 
     With Astra, and his fairly decent aim, he was able to easily kill a bird of prey and bring its body back to him immediately.  
 
    It wasn’t his favorite type of meat, quite gamey too, but it worked. 
 
    There was one time when a vulture came alive even after it appeared to have died, the vulture striking Danzen with its beak. 
 
    It didn’t draw blood, and if it had, he was in the middle of nowhere anyway, and would have been able to contain the demons he unleashed. 
 
    But still. 
 
    It was way too close of a call. 
 
    There was a time in his life, when Danzen was younger, that he took to wearing as much armor and padding as possible. He had a custom gambeson made and a pair of matching gloves, some chainmail as well. But it was bulky in the end. And because part of his skill came from his stealth, it proved cumbersome in completing the assignments he was given. 
 
    So he discarded it all, vowing to just be as careful as possible. 
 
    And generally, it worked.  
 
    There were years that passed without Danzen bleeding, and in his twenties, there was one four-and-a-half-year period in which he thought he would never bleed again. 
 
    But it was inevitable. As careful as he was, something always happened, and when it did… 
 
    Danzen was about two miles outside of the city when a commotion ahead caught his attention. The road had slanted in a way that he couldn’t see that far ahead, nothing on the horizon to give him any clues as to what he would soon encounter. 
 
    Another scream gave him the location of the turmoil. 
 
    He started running, stopping once he reached a small outpost.  
 
    Two guards were already dead, another dragging what was left of his body against the ground, his entrails flailing behind him, a trail of crimson following him. 
 
    It was what Danzen saw next that made his heart leap into his throat, his pulse suddenly in his ears. 
 
    He withdrew Astra, and stepped forward. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    A snake-like creature burst out of the opening of the outpost, one of the soldiers halfway in its mouth.  
 
    The creature was stout, just over six feet long, two feet wide at the abdomen, its mouth expandable. It had no eyes, no nose or any other facial features aside from a large mouth, its color was a light chestnut, bristly hairs jutting off its body like that of a caterpillar. 
 
    The soldier dragging what was left of his body across the ground started shrieking as another snake-like creature rushed out of the doorway, crawled over its companion, and made its way to the partially gutted soldier, latching onto the bottom half of his body. 
 
    It wasn’t often that Danzen Ravja hesitated. 
 
    He had fought both human and demon, and could kill both indiscriminately, yet he had never encountered something like this, something that was beyond any wild animal he had ever seen before. 
 
    Danzen was far enough away that he could have just moved on, running even, but he couldn’t let these soldiers die in vain, and aside from that, he was curious as to what these things were. 
 
    Was this one of the mythological yokai that the Suja villagers always spoke of? 
 
    His hesitation gone, Danzen flung his sword at the second creature, his blade cutting into its body and instantly returning to him. 
 
    Even with its mouth all the way up to the soldier’s armpits, the girthy snake still managed to emit a noise that sounded like a hiss, the man all but dead now, his arms going limp. 
 
    The first creature started gagging, spitting out the soldier that it had been attempting to swallow whole. 
 
    Even though it didn’t have eyes, Danzen could tell that it was now tracking him, on the move as it slithered across the ground, its bristles making it travel even faster. 
 
    There were a variety of ways to take on an opponent, but one that was low to the ground, slithering, short and stocky was not something Danzen had trained for. 
 
    To take it down, he was going to have to cut an entirely different way, almost as if he were chopping wood. 
 
    Long-distance worked, and Danzen even had the chance to throw Astra at the incoming creature, his blade going straight into his mouth and tearing out the side of its body, returning to Danzen’s hand, Astra’s tip covered in blood. 
 
    The creature was fast, and even though it had been injured, it neared him in a matter of moments. The beast lifted the front of its body and attempted to smash Danzen, who shifted out of the way just in time. 
 
    Seeing it do this changed his strategy. 
 
    If this was the creature’s attack style, perhaps Danzen would be able to engage when it was partially erect, rather than when it was on the ground. 
 
    The only problem was that its counterpart was on the move as well. 
 
    The snake-like beast reared up again and Danzen bolted toward it, ignoring the squeal the beast made as he sliced into its body, its top half going to one side, its bottom half flopping in the dirt, blood puddling in the mud. 
 
    He went to meet the next creature, Danzen distracted by the fact that the top half of the one that he’d just sliced through was still coming for him.  
 
    His eyes caught sight of yet another snake-like monstrosity slipping out of the door of the outpost, its belly swollen as if it had already eaten. 
 
    That, or it was pregnant. 
 
    The second monster reared up, baring a set of blood-soaked teeth that were two or three rows deep, its gums pink and black, a foul smell filling the air. 
 
    Danzen cut straight through it again, the beast letting out a gargled wheeze.  
 
    And even as he cleared the creature, he threw his sword behind him, tossing it into the head of the first monster, pinning it on the ground for a moment before Astra returned to him. 
 
    Feeling like he was being weighed down by his satchel, Danzen let it fall to the ground and moved to deliver the kill strike, careful not to lose his footing as he drove his blade through the monster’s skull, its whipping tail slowing as it died. 
 
    The first two snake-like creatures were dead or dying, and it was the third one that now had Danzen’s attention, the one that had clearly just eaten an entire human. 
 
    The serpentine beast sensed him, the snake-like being lifting slightly, still framed by the door of the outpost. 
 
    Danzen hurtled Astra at the creature with the bulging stomach. 
 
    His blade returned to him and he flung it again, the monstrosity flopping down and slithering toward Danzen.  
 
    He struck it a third time, which managed to slow the monster considerably.  
 
    Whatever was in its stomach started moving, the creature lifting its back tail and slapping against the ground, the movement ceasing. 
 
    Danzen flung his blade at the monstrosity again and again, Astra returning to him every time, the air spritzed with blood. 
 
    The creature slowed to a stop about five feet in front of him, the monster wheezing now, torn to shreds, confused. 
 
    Danzen cautiously moved around it. 
 
    He threw his blade into the side of its head and burst forward to grab the hilt of his sword. Danzen tugged it straight down toward its abdomen, the monster letting out a final gasp as it died. 
 
    Once he withdrew his blade, Danzen wiped Astra on the grass to clean off the blood. 
 
    Not satisfied it was clean, he turned to the outpost. 
 
    Danzen also wanted to make sure that there weren’t any more of them inside. 
 
    He cautiously entered the outpost with his sword at the ready, only to find that it was a mess inside, bloody trails smeared across the wood floor, a stove knocked over in the corner and some of the charcoal starting to cause smoke. 
 
    He located a tablecloth and wiped his blade, and cleaned his scabbard as much as he could, as the blade had returned there once before Danzen could grab it out of the air. He could wash the porous scabbard out later, once he got a room in Chutham. 
 
    Returning outside, Danzen looked to the road to see that his satchel was missing. 
 
    His hand returning to the pommel of his weapon, he glanced around and saw movement on the other side of the road, a boy scrambling away, Danzen’s satchel flung over his shoulder. 
 
    Astra could travel up to one hundred feet, but lost most of its momentum at about the seventy-five-foot range. 
 
    No, he wasn’t going to be able to stop the boy, and even if he could, Danzen had no desire to kill the youth. 
 
    He could certainly chase him down, but he didn’t know where the youth was heading, and he had no idea what he would encounter if he gave chase and ended up in uncharted territory. 
 
    No, he’d stick to the plan, which was to go to the city of Chutham to retrieve Shedrup. 
 
    Danzen turned back toward the main road, recalling what he had in his satchel.  
 
    There were some wild onions he had picked in the mountains, the coin purse that Elder Sonders had given him, a couple rocks he picked up along the way that he liked, no reason in particular, a fire starter, and a sewing kit. 
 
    Nothing worth killing someone over, plus he had a backup sewing kit and more supplies in another satchel in his cave. 
 
    He reached the wide dirt road and continued west, keeping his head down, bringing the hood that he had sewn to his robes over his head. 
 
    Danzen tried not to think about the things that he had just fought. 
 
    It was useless at this point.  
 
    Yokai or not, the three snake-like creatures were dead now, and that was all that mattered at the moment. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It took a few more hours for Danzen to reach Chutham, the city practically the gateway between the rest of the world, Genshin Valley and the Panchen Mountains beyond, Suja Village an outpost that had grown to the size of a small town with three distinct districts. 
 
    The wealth of Chutham was instantly on display, the city guards heavily armored compared to the men he’d seen at the outpost and garrisons.  
 
    “Where are you coming from?” one of the city guards asked. The man was about Danzen’s height, with a permanent scowl on his face, a shield in one hand, large enough to rest on the ground. 
 
    “Suja Village.” 
 
    “What is your purpose?” 
 
    “I’m looking for someone.” 
 
    “Who are you looking for?” 
 
    “I’ve been sent by Elder Sonders, of the Third District of Suja Village, to locate his nephew.” 
 
    The guard consulted with his counterpart, who was of equal stature, albeit a bit thinner. 
 
    “Your papers?” 
 
    “Does everyone coming peacefully through the city gate need papers?” Danzen asked, recalling last time he’d come through Chutham that he hadn’t been questioned. 
 
    “The City Council has deemed it necessary to randomly check travelers due to recent robberies.” 
 
    “I’m not a thief.” 
 
    “You have a weapon,” the second guard pointed out. 
 
    “You don’t have any kip, do you?” the first guard asked, a grin spreading across his face. 
 
    “My bag was stolen by a thief while I was taking a nap under a tree,” Danzen lied. 
 
    The two guards looked at each other and laughed. “You poor sap,” the first guard finally said, stepping aside. “I shouldn’t be letting you into the city, but to think that you had everything stolen. I almost feel sorry for you.” 
 
    “Hopefully, I won’t be long,” said Danzen, feeling their eyes in the back of his neck as he moved past them. 
 
    Danzen ignored the hustle and bustle of the city, the carts moving into the streets, the homes and businesses already with lamps in the windows in preparation of night, the smell of wood stoves, horse manure, the sweet scent of fermentation near a brewery, all of it a reminder of humanity, of something he had missed out on over the last two years. 
 
    Danzen actively tried to avoid the larger cities along the way to the Genshin Valley; he knew that the Diyu Brotherhood, and all the assassins that it employed, were actively tracking him. It was only once he reached Chutham, and from there to Suja Village, that he finally relaxed his guard. 
 
    But only a little. 
 
    Perhaps if he was lucky, they would never find him. He would grow into an old hermit that went into town every now and then for supplies, performing a few odd jobs when they worked in his favor. 
 
    But even if he was optimistic, even if he’d had two years to fully separate himself from who he once was, he knew that this likely wouldn’t be the case. 
 
    One day, Danzen knew he would wake up, be it in his cave or at the monastery he planned to take over after retrieving the Elder’s drunk of a nephew, and there would be someone waiting for him. 
 
    If they were smart, this person would kill him in his sleep. 
 
    It was never hard to spot a tavern, no matter the size of the city. Just like the brewery, Danzen could smell the place before he reached it, and as he had seen back in Suja Village, there was a town drunk out front, this one sitting in a wheelbarrow propped up against the fence. 
 
    A dead giveaway. 
 
    The man didn’t say anything to Danzen as he took the step to the establishment, where he was greeted by the strong odor of fried meat, the tavern going for a very leather-heavy decor, the mounted heads of a variety of beasts proudly displayed on the wall. 
 
    A few drunks looked from the bar over to Danzen, one of them making a snorting sound and waving him away. 
 
    As was his custom, Danzen took a seat in the back, and removed his hood, where he waited for the barmaid to come over to him.  
 
    There were two barmaids, and the prettier one stayed away while the other one eventually came to take his order, the woman’s ankles large enough that they seemed to bat against one another. 
 
    “What will it be?” she asked with a bit of a snarl.  
 
    The woman’s only redeeming quality were her eyes, which were a shade of green that radiated warmth. Everything else had sunk into her fat neck, as if someone had hit her in the face with a frying pan. 
 
    “I won’t be ordering anything. I’m looking for someone.” 
 
    “If you aren’t ordering anything, you can see yourself out,” she said, starting to turn. 
 
    “I won’t be long. I’m looking for a group of debtors, likely dragging along the town drunk from Suja Village with them.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Like I said.” 
 
    “And I won’t ask again,” Danzen told her, his voice hardening. “I’ve been sent by one of the Suja Elders to find the man. He is his nephew. I do not plan to leave the town, nor this tavern, without this man.” 
 
    The heavyset barmaid turned back to him, sizing him up. “Oh, yeah?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. “Let me know what you know, and I’ll be on my way. And if anyone asks, and they won’t, I’ll be sure not to tell them of how I gathered this information.” 
 
    A man who’d been seated at the bar grunted as he pushed himself off his stool, turning to them.  
 
    He wore robes over a pair of gray pants, an undershirt that was stained, curly hairs trailing all the way up to his throat. He was greasy, burly, and drunk. 
 
    “Is this man giving you a problem?” he asked the barmaid. 
 
    “No… He…” 
 
    “That’s not what it looks like to me,” said the man, nudging past the barmaid. “I don’t know who you are, mister, but you are not welcome here.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t say anything.  
 
    “You’re just going to ignore me?” the man asked, pointing a shaky finger at him. 
 
    With a deep breath in, Danzen stood. 
 
    “Oi! You think you’re just going to walk in here and act like you own the place?” 
 
    Danzen looked to the waitress, and in that look he let her know, perhaps through a spark of fire in his eyes that only she could see, that this wasn’t going to end well for the man standing in front of him. It wasn’t going to end well for her. And it wasn’t going to end well for anyone in the tavern if he did not get the information that he sought. 
 
    “Sit down, Luopa,” the barmaid finally told the man. “He was just leaving. I’ll walk him out. You sit down and relax.” 
 
    “Relax? How am I supposed to relax when this asshole just walked in here…?” 
 
    Danzen stepped past him, the man freezing all of a sudden, an instinctual part of him sensing the predator that had just slid by. 
 
    The barmaid quickly led Danzen to the door. “They went to the pleasure house,” she whispered under her breath. “It’s on the other side of the city, the one run by Eva. They were a rowdy bunch. And they had this man with them, and they kept kicking and punching him. I think that is who you are talking about, he seemed like a drunk. And that’s the only reason I’m telling you. I don’t want those kinds of people coming in here.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Danzen said, turning in the direction that she had nodded. 
 
    Once again, he walked through the city, his hood over his head, keeping to himself.  
 
    It was getting darker, and while he didn’t stay completely in the shadows, he was able to mostly conceal himself, avoiding the carriages, the people making their way to a show at the city center, some of them with servants, others with pets on leashes. 
 
    Danzen could smell the perfume wafting from the pleasure house as soon as he stepped up to it, the only sign that the establishment wasn’t like anything else on the block being its red door. 
 
    He was just about to open the door when it opened for him, a woman blocking him from entering. 
 
    “And who may you be?” she asked, the woman’s face caked in white powder, her eye makeup elaborate, a single red line down her white lips.  
 
    The madam wore silk robes that parted well below the valley where her breasts met, the stitching elaborate and showcasing auspicious symbols like coins and golden dragons. She was much shorter than Danzen, but intimidating, beautiful, her hair clip razor-sharp, which was the first thing Danzen noticed after taking her in. 
 
    “I’m looking for some men,” he told her. 
 
    “We have that. Please, come inside,” she said, pressing her back against the door so Danzen had to slide his body against hers to move by her. 
 
    The madam closed the door behind them, the two of them now in a foyer with limited seating, dark walls, and a man standing in front of the door at the other end of the space. 
 
    The large man had a hood halfway over his head, the bottom half of his face concealed by a mask, his muscles on display, gauntlets made of billeted leather covering his forearms. 
 
    “Please, darling, sit,” the woman said, gesturing toward a chair.  
 
    She took a seat next to Danzen, a table separating them. 
 
    Even though there was distance between them now, he still got the sense that she was right next to him, that her body pressed up against his, even though it didn’t. 
 
    Danzen blinked twice.  
 
    He was almost certain that she was using a remnant of Sunyata to pull this illusion off. 
 
    “I’m looking for some men,” Danzen said again. 
 
    “What kind are you looking for?” she asked, her voice on both sides of him now, as if she were oscillating around his head. “We do have a few men on staff. No boys, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “No, not like that,” Danzen said, suddenly unable to focus. “I’m looking for some men who came last night with a drunk. I want the drunk.” 
 
    “You want a drunk?” the woman paused, her scent reaching Danzen, swirling around his head. “I suppose we could get one of the girls drunk for you, or one of the men, if that’s what you would like.” 
 
    “No, not like…”  
 
    Danzen focused on her, and as he did the woman’s face started to wilt away.  
 
    He now saw her as an old woman, her face shriveled like a prune, her hair pulled back, enhancing her widow’s peak. 
 
    “You can see me?” she asked, her voice tinged with curiosity. 
 
    “Stop using your power on me,” Danzen told her, and for a moment, and it was just a moment, he felt a thrumming in his throat. 
 
    His Demon Speak ability. 
 
    He hadn’t used it for quite some time, but now, under the influence of the woman’s echo, it almost let itself out. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    Danzen stood, the man at the other end of the hallway bristling. 
 
    “Do you have kip?” the woman asked, back to her beautiful form. 
 
    “No, I was robbed,” he told her, his head spinning, everything blurring as he reached out for the door.  
 
    It should have been just a few feet away, but now it seemed like he was stretching across a vast field, the wind blowing through the wheat, the sun rising and falling. 
 
    “Stop doing what you’re doing,” he said, his voice growing angrier, deepening. 
 
    “I can’t let you in if you don’t have kip, dear,” she said, suddenly standing next to him, the two of them just before the exit. 
 
    He looked back to the chair that he’d been sitting in, Danzen wondering how he made it to the exit so quickly. 
 
    When had he stood? Had he been standing the entire time? 
 
    “Come back when you have kip,” the woman said, the door opening before him. “If you’re lucky, they will still be here. If you’re not, I’m sorry. My name is Eva Yin, by the way. I’ll see you next time.” 
 
    The door shut and Danzen stood on the front porch again, a tingling sensation rippling down his spine. He took a few steps away, shook his hands out, and turned to look at the pleasure house, noticing just how large it was, how the establishments around it were actually all part of it, all fake storefronts. 
 
    Or were they? 
 
    Danzen shook his head and turned back in the direction of Suja Village. 
 
    If he left now, he could make it there by morning.  
 
    He would be able to get more money from Elder Sonders and return, making it back to Chutham by the evening. 
 
    Or… 
 
    He could simply use his enhanced stamina and speed to get there, but that would certainly bring attention, and he was hoping not to have to use it here in the Valley.  
 
    No, that wouldn’t be an option. 
 
    Danzen knew how easy it would be for him to withdraw his sword, to go back into the pleasure house and take what he wanted. He may not even have to use his weapon if he used his Demon Speak. 
 
    If he so desired, he could return to the tavern and force everyone in the place to give him their money. He could have them forget that they’d given him all of their kip, none of them the wiser. 
 
    But no. 
 
    He hadn’t had any real trouble, at least the kind that followed him, in two years. 
 
    And he hadn’t used his true power in that same timeframe. 
 
    Danzen was going to have to do this the old-fashioned way, the way anyone else would have done it. 
 
    And that meant an overnight journey to Suja Village, even if it was dangerous.


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen Ravja was one hour outside of Chutham when he stopped. 
 
    He grimaced as he slowly raised his hand to the pocket sewn into the inside of his robes, Danzen able to feel Elder Sonders' promissory note beneath the fabric. 
 
    With a grunt, he turned back to the city. 
 
    It was dark now, his path lit by lanterns that had been erected along the road, the oil in two of them extinguished, patches of black stretching into the lighted pathway. 
 
    A chill had settled across Genshin Valley, accompanied by a howling wind, Danzen predicting that there would be fog in the morning. 
 
    He could smell moisture in the air as he slowly walked along the road, a merchant passing, the man with several large men to act as security. 
 
    “They’ll block the city gates pretty soon,” the merchant called to Danzen. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Danzen continued at somewhat of a leisurely pace. 
 
    He was in no rush to go back to the pleasure house, not with whatever remnant-based magic the madam Eva was using. 
 
    She was clearly an old woman. 
 
    Or was she? 
 
    Eva Yin could have been any age for that matter, and whatever she had done to the room, to warp it in some way… 
 
    The only thing that mattered was that she would take the Elder’s promissory note. And with that note, Elder Sonders could also cover whatever damage Danzen inevitably did. 
 
    Because he was going to do damage. 
 
    He had seen the debtors the previous night; they were a rough bunch, and he was quite certain that simply asking for drunken Shedrup back wasn’t going to do the trick. 
 
    No, there would probably be blood. 
 
    But as long as it wasn’t Danzen’s blood, he was fine with that. 
 
    He had lost the urge to kill, this much was true. But his fight earlier with the strange creatures outside the outpost had reminded Danzen of what he was capable of, and how easy it was to get back into the groove. 
 
    There had been little hesitation, only action, which was exactly what Danzen had been trained to do. 
 
    He reached the Chutham city gates just as the guards started to close up for the night, the gate creaking as they pushed it shut. 
 
    They were different guards than had been there earlier, Danzen recalling the ones who had tried to get money from him to be let into the city. 
 
    He braced himself for trouble, but luck was on his side for once. 
 
    With no words exchanged, the night guards waved him in, Danzen nodding in appreciation as he slipped past them. 
 
    The streets of Chutham were much quieter now, many of the windows dark, a few glowing orange from candlelight. 
 
    They had a police force here, a pair moving about with lanterns, checking anyone who looked suspicious. 
 
    Seeing them ahead of time, Danzen slowly merged into the shadows cast by the arched roof of a building with a sinking foundation, the dry stone masonry unable to fully support the structure. He stayed there with his back to the wall, his hood over his head, the two men passing as they quietly spoke to one another. 
 
    Danzen moved on. 
 
    There was a lone sheep loose on the road, the animal oblivious to his presence. This wasn’t the case for a dog, who came running around the corner barking, skidding to a halt and flitting its ears back once it caught sight of Danzen. 
 
    The former assassin eventually came to the large pleasure house that spanned several buildings, the sweet sick smell of perfume heavy in the air, each of the buildings marked by a red lantern. 
 
    The door flung open and a lanky man stumbled out, nearly falling off the porch as a woman came out after him.  
 
    The woman came into his arms once more and kissed him, the man slapping his hands onto her rear. She playfully pushed him away, blowing him a flirty kiss before disappearing back into the building, giggling. 
 
    “I hope you’re ready to have some fun in there, mister,” the guy told Danzen as he passed him. The man’s clothes were disheveled, one of his boots was undone, and the stench of alcohol radiated off his skin. 
 
    Danzen didn’t respond. 
 
    Once again, he came to the front door of the pleasure house and knocked on it, the madam opening up. 
 
    “I see you have returned,” Eva Yin said, motioning Danzen in, gesturing for him to wipe his boots on a red carpet.  
 
    Once again, she led him to the two chairs on the opposite side of the room, Danzen well aware of the big man standing on the other end, the brute easily several heads taller than him. 
 
    “There has been a disturbance since you left,” the madam said, her voice just a hair above agitated. 
 
    Danzen lowered his hand from his robes, not yet ready to pull out the promissory note. 
 
    “You don’t talk much, do you?” Eva asked, the light oscillating around her for a moment. 
 
    Suddenly she was a little girl no older than ten years of age, her flowery robes oversized, her cheeks flush, her eyes big and black. 
 
    “What are you?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “There,” she said, staying in the form of the little girl, her voice just a little higher now. “I thought that would get your attention. What am I? What are you? You clearly aren’t from Suja Village, which means you’re from the west… or worse. But where? And why have you come here? And why do you have that sword?” 
 
    Danzen bit his lip. 
 
    “That’s not just any weapon,” she said coyly. “Are you the mysterious type? Or are you the type that is running from his past? I’m getting a sense of both these elements from you. But there’s something else about you, something not of this world.” She waited for Danzen to respond, and when he didn’t, she continued: “Surely you have a name…” 
 
    “Pilgrim.” 
 
    “Is that the name the villagers have given you?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “All right then, Pilgrim,” she said in the high-pitched voice of a young girl. 
 
    “Why have you taken this form?” 
 
    “Is this better?” she asked, a corona of light moving past her head as she morphed back into the body of a woman in her twenties. 
 
    Danzen still couldn’t tell if she was actually changing her form, or if her power, which he was nearly one hundred percent certain came from her usage of a Sunyata remnant, was affecting his mind. 
 
    Perhaps Eva was a sorceress. 
 
    His hand lowered to the pommel of his blade, the woman’s eyelashes batting twice as she took him in once again. “I’m here for someone. Can we get on with this?” 
 
    “Ah, yes, that is the disturbance I was referring to. It seems as if your friend has escaped his captors.” 
 
    “How do you…” 
 
    “You are here looking for Elder Sonders' nephew, are you not?” 
 
    “You knew all along?” 
 
    “We hear things,” she said, cocking her head to the right as she smiled at him, her alluring gaze momentarily taking him off guard. 
 
    Danzen tried to relax some, but still found himself on edge. 
 
    “You may think that the girls that work here are just whores.” 
 
    The word made Danzen cringe; he had heard it in reference to his mother numerous times. 
 
    “Oh? You don’t like that word? Have you ever been to a pleasure house before, Pilgrim?” 
 
    Danzen was back in control at this question, a rare smirk taking shape on his face. If Eva only knew how many pleasure houses he’d visited to complete the tasks assigned to him. 
 
    It was one of the more popular places to locate a mark; the people that he was assigned to kill had a habit of frequenting pleasure houses, seedy taverns, fight chambers, and other places that opened their arms with the promise of looking the other way once a person had fully exposed themselves. 
 
    “So you have,” she said in a husky voice. “To know what those eyes have seen…” 
 
    “Not for the reasons you would assume.” Danzen retrieved the promissory note and showed it to her. “What happened?” 
 
    “How about a visual instead? And hold onto that for a moment.” 
 
    Once she stood, Eva placed her hands together over her stomach, slipping them into the openings on either side of her robes. 
 
    The madam took a step forward, moving in a graceful way, her robes dragging on the floor behind her and making it appear as if she were floating. 
 
    The big man on the other side of the room stepped aside, his dark eyes following Danzen as he passed. 
 
    Eva opened the door herself, ushering Danzen into a long hallway with doors on either side. 
 
    The floors were polished, the carpet cleaned, the space well lit. The walls were red, the door jambs yellow, the doors made from the same polished wood as the floor. There was a number painted above each of the doors, and there would have been no way to tell the rooms apart had the numbers been removed. 
 
    Still floating ahead of Danzen, Eva turned a corner onto another hallway, one that split off into yet another hallway and another, the whole affair maze-like. 
 
    There was something about the place that still bothered him, Danzen returning his hand to the hilt of his weapon. 
 
    “You won’t be needing that,” said Eva, even though she hadn’t seen him go for Astra. “Sonders' nephew already took care of the debtors.” 
 
    They came to a final hall, to an open door. Danzen counted five women with veils over their faces, their bodies covered in rags. By the curves of their bodies on the way they held themselves, he could tell that the women were some of Eva’s employees who had been assigned a different task for tonight, one that they weren’t all too excited about. 
 
    With frowns on their faces, and the occasional throat quiver when one of them wanted to vomit, the women busied themselves scrubbing the blood from the wall and scooping viscera into a bucket, two of them moving another body under the bed. 
 
    There was an eye resting on an overturned nightstand and there was even the drip-drop of blood from the ceiling. 
 
    “I will be taking that promissory note,” said Eva as she turned to Danzen. She lifted her hand, once again cocking her head to the side, drinking him in. 
 
    He felt the urge to recoil, not from the show of violence or the smell of bile and bloodshed, but from the predatory grin on her face, the way Eva seemed to look straight through him. 
 
    “Where did he go?” Danzen asked after a long pause. 
 
    “I was wondering when you would ask that. But first, the promissory note. Elder Sonders is not only going to pay for the cleanup, but is going to pay all of their wages,” she said, motioning toward the five women, “for the next three nights. My poor girls don’t deserve something like this. They should be pillowing, and instead, they’re left to this vile task. Still,” she said, her voice growing a bit louder so the five could hear her, “it is important for them to see what kind of beasts men are, and for them to keep this in mind and not complain about the tasks that I have given them.” 
 
    The five women bowed their heads some, doubling down on whatever they were cleaning at the moment, scrubbing harder, their veils bouncing up and down from their work, their brows furrowed. 
 
    “And Shedrup did all of this himself?” Danzen asked, taking another look at the blood-drenched room. 
 
    “Quite the savage, that one,” Eva said with a nod. 
 
    Danzen handed her the promissory note. 
 
    “Good. Now, as to his location, I had someone follow Shedrup and he has already reported back.” 
 
    “Tavern?” 
 
    Eva shook her head. “No, he’s outside the city now, in the foothills of the Chutham Mountains. He was quite bloody when he left; perhaps you will be able to track him down. Then again, there are yokai in the mountains and they may have already found him. But that’s up to you to discover, Pilgrim. Come, I’ll lead you to the exit.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen Ravja kept his head down as he started up the trail that wrapped through the Chutham Mountains. 
 
    The temperature continued to drop, the wind whipping around and howling like a ghoul. Danzen kept his hand near his weapon as he walked, occasionally pausing, peering into the darkness, waiting for something to come out of the shadows. 
 
    There was a small sliver of him, a very minute piece, that wanted to turn back. Not for his own safety, but for the sake of the journey that he had taken to reach Genshin Valley.  He had traveled for two years to escape it all, and now he was putting himself in harm’s way again. 
 
    And for what? An abandoned monastery? A thousand kip? The drunken nephew of a local bureaucrat? 
 
    Another part of Danzen was also curious as to what the night held in the Valley, what yokai lurked in the dark. 
 
    He’d never had much of a competitive edge. 
 
    Danzen’s deep-seated strength and stamina always gave him an edge over his opponents. It was a reason why he’d never experimented with his echo, not interested in bending it, nor interested in a talisman with its enhanced Sunyata remnant. 
 
    He had hardly been tested earlier by the bizarre, snake-like monsters he had encountered outside of the garrison, taken off guard if anything, Danzen not even close to his limit.  
 
    So there was some curiosity involved in his trek as well. 
 
    Curiosity, regret, disappointment in himself for not simply flashing his promissory note at the beginning, and also a hefty amount of annoyance aimed at Shedrup, the town drunk clearly out of his element. 
 
    Or was he? 
 
    Danzen recalled something about the way that he looked at him back in the tavern, a light behind Shedrup’s dark eyes. He’d also seen the damage the man had done back at the pleasure house. 
 
    No, there was something about Shedrup that didn’t quite add up. 
 
    Unfortunately for Danzen, it was too dark for him to actually track the drunk. 
 
    Even if Shedrup had been wounded, Danzen wouldn’t be able to see much in the dark. No occasional drop of blood, no dark crimson handprint on a rock. Danzen was now stalking Shedrup through sheer instinct, as he had done so many times before in his twenty years as an assassin.  
 
    Movement to his right startled the former assassin, Danzen quickly going for his famed blade. A fox scurried off, its bushy white tail giving it away as it slipped over a rock. 
 
    Danzen continued. 
 
    The temperature never got to him, even though it seemed to grow colder with every step. 
 
    He had always had an inner warmth, one that he couldn’t quite explain, and while he did feel the effects of heat, the effects of cold never seemed to bother him. 
 
    In his brief, but powerfully passionate relationship Danzen had with Soko, it had been something they could never quite get right in the bedroom, the female assassin always wanting extra blankets, Danzen never wanting to be bundled up. 
 
    Thinking of Soko now caused a short smile to spread across his face, one that was shattered by the fact she was actively hunting him. And with the grounded-up Sunyata remnant she had snorted, he knew she would be a formidable opponent if she ever found him. 
 
    Then again, perhaps Soko was dead by now. 
 
    Perhaps they all were dead. 
 
    With this grim thought, Danzen continued deeper into the mountains, knowing full well that even if the assassins he knew had died, the Diyu Brotherhood would simply create more. 
 
    It was ingenious, really.  
 
    Take the world’s outcasts, the motherless children, the bastards, products of whores, the forgotten souls. Use their own anonymity and their own future shame to forge them into beings of destruction, beings more than willing and able to extinguish life. 
 
    Give them a purpose, and give them a target. 
 
    A guttural growl met Danzen’s ears. 
 
    He looked up to spot a wolf on the trail ahead of him, what was left of the moonlight casting a shadow that nearly reached him. 
 
    The two stared each other down. 
 
    The wolf’s lips curled and it bared its teeth, Danzen slowly lowering his hand to the hilt of his weapon. 
 
    He had encountered similar creatures in the last two years, larger ones as well. Just like the others, this one caught a second glimpse of Danzen and realized that it should move on. 
 
    The wolf snapped its teeth once and slowly backed away, Danzen giving it time to vanish. 
 
    Once he was certain it was gone, he continued his trek through the mountains, walking for an hour in silence. The stars began to fade, the sky shifting to a shade of blue that signaled morning was coming. 
 
    With the newfound light, he could now see snowdrifts set in pockets that the sun never reached, and it was on one of these snowdrifts that Danzen noticed a drop of blood. 
 
    Honing in on this, he continued until he found another, Danzen coming to a path that ran next to a higher ledge, a few roots haphazardly sticking out of the rock face.  
 
    He took the higher path and came to another drop of blood, then another.  
 
    Movement to his left caught his attention. 
 
    Danzen looked up just in time to see Shedrup standing on the edge of the cliff, swaying drunkenly. 
 
    He lifted his hands as if the man were going to commit suicide, Danzen prepared to command him to stop. 
 
    Instead of jumping off the cliff to a certain death, the drunk turned and dove at Danzen. 
 
    Danzen was fast enough with the sword that he could have ended it right there, but he wasn’t trying to kill the man, and this moment of hesitation allowed Shedrup to tackle him. 
 
    The two rolled toward the edge of another mountain pass, Danzen immediately getting the upper hand, the stink of alcohol and sweat reaching him.  
 
    “Stop,” said Danzen, his eyes narrowing on Shedrup as he held him down. “Stop struggling.” 
 
    “I know what you are…” said Shedrup, squinting at Danzen through a puffy black eye, his face covered in lesions and cuts. 
 
    The drunk kicked Danzen off with enough force to send the former assassin flying backward into the rock face. 
 
    His hand on his blade, Astra thirsty for blood, Danzen suppressed the urge to loose his weapon, his mind racing ahead as he considered his opponent.  
 
    No man—at least one that hadn’t spent years bending his echo or gone the cheap way through cultivating power using a Sunyata remnant—should show that kind of strength, especially drunk, especially on his back, especially when facing off against an opponent like Danzen, one with superhuman strength. 
 
    Yet there he stood, the drunk swaying, his hair in his face, his robes filthy, his head bobbing from side to side. Shedrup was fully in control of his echo, the cultivated energy swirling around him. 
 
    And as much as Danzen didn’t want to do it, especially as he hadn’t relied on this power in two years, he knew that allowing himself to get cut would be worse for both of them. 
 
     “Stand down and return to Suja with me peacefully,” he said, Danzen’s voice no longer his own as he used his Demon Speak ability. 
 
    “Heh…” Shedrup said, wiping the spittle from his lip with his grimy forearm. “I knew that you were a demon.” 
 
    Rather than have an opponent obey his command, Shedrup charged at Danzen headfirst. 
 
    The drunk kicked off at the last moment, his body coming around as if he were floating, both feet aimed at Danzen’s face. Danzen managed to step aside, only to have to quickly block another wild punch from his opponent. 
 
    Shedrup zipped behind Danzen and kicked at the back of his knee. Danzen was suddenly on the ground, rolling out of the way as Shedrup tried to stomp him.  
 
    The former assassin reached the edge of the path and quickly got back to his feet, Shedrup on him in a matter of seconds, leaping forward with another wild fist. 
 
    Danzen blocked this as well, spinning him back around, Shedrup’s feet barely touching the ground. 
 
    He had fought people like this before, those who had cultivated, those who had bent their echo in a way that allowed them to almost fly.  
 
    And Danzen knew from experience that the best way to end the fight would be to ground him. 
 
    He withdrew his blade and sent it forward just as Shedrup was about to press off a large rock. Astra dug deep into the drunk’s bicep and pulled him backward, pinning him against the rockface, the drunk crying out in agony. 
 
    Danzen was on Shedrup before he could pull the blade out, sinking fist after calculated fist into the man’s face, putting enough force in his strikes to knock his opponent out. 
 
    Shedrup let out a bloody wheeze and sank his head forward, his arm still pinned to the rock. 
 
    Danzen withdrew his blade and wiped the blood on Shedrup’s robes after he’d fallen to the ground.  
 
    He returned his weapon to its scabbard. 
 
    With a deep breath out, Danzen rolled Shedrup onto his stomach and tore the sleeves off the man’s soiled robes. He proceeded to tie his wrists together, followed by his legs. Danzen tore off his own sleeve to make a gag and a blindfold for the drunk. 
 
    Once Shedrup was secure, Danzen lifted the drunk onto his shoulder and turned back in the direction that he came. 
 
    He would have to travel fast, and perhaps he would have to subdue the drunk once more. But that was a risk he was going to have to take.  
 
    Shedrup’s limp body slung over his shoulder, Danzen began his descent.


 
   
  
 

 Part Two 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
    The monastery was an absolute wreck.  
 
    The roof was in dire need of replacing, there were high grasses that had grown throughout the space, holes in the stone walls, rodent droppings, rotted beams in the main room, and of two lion statues out front, one was missing its head. 
 
    At least it looked a little better than the dingy cave that he had been living in. 
 
    Once he’d paid Danzen, Elder Sonders had offered to walk him up to the monastery. But Danzen had shrugged him off, telling him he would make his way there himself. 
 
    And he was glad he did. 
 
    After carrying the Elder’s wretched nephew all the way from Chutham, he was ready to get away from it all for a few days, to bask in his reclusiveness.  
 
    The drunk had stayed knocked out the entire journey back from the other city, giving Danzen plenty of time to wonder how Shedrup had grown so powerful. 
 
    Danzen hadn’t seen any jewelry on him, meaning that he didn’t have a talisman. Perhaps Shedrup had consumed a remnant of Sunyata; Danzen couldn’t see him actually spending the time it took to cultivate his echo, but it was a possibility. 
 
    The way he flew at him and the way Shedrup fought told Danzen that there was more than met the eye. 
 
    He also felt lucky that Shedrup hadn’t stirred on the journey from Chutham to Suja Village. 
 
    It had made delivery to his uncle that much easier. 
 
    As Danzen took the three steps up to where the main door was supposed to be, he found that everything inside but the wood itself had been looted, the hinges gone, the door itself now resting on the stone floor, much of it covered in overgrown grass and mushrooms. 
 
    Glancing up, Danzen saw splatterings of mold spread across the ceiling and covering a fresco, all the faces rubbed out. There were spiderwebs in the corners of the prayer room, some movement as a rabbit slipped out of the entrance. 
 
    Danzen watched it go, not hungry at the moment. 
 
    Had he been hungry, the rabbit would have made a fine meal. But no, the Elder had made sure he’d eaten before he left Suja Village, which was kind of him. 
 
    With a deep breath out, Danzen dropped his leather bag onto the ground. His entire life was in that bag, from his robes to anything related to his past, such as the buttons he’d once worn as a young assassin, a sewing kit, a few other keepsakes. He set the supplies he’d carried from the cave next to his bag, which mostly consisted of the bag of grain and some strips of leather he’d picked up over the last two years. 
 
    After taking one more look around, Danzen decided to start by clearing out the prayer room.  
 
    There was a hallway in the back of the main space, which he figured led to other rooms. It was getting darker out, the sun likely to set within the next couple hours, which meant the other rooms could wait until morning or beyond. 
 
    Moving at a hurried pace, Danzen carried anything he could get his two arms around out of the open doorway. There were broken shutters, old religious objects that no longer had a use, more wood, stones, crate casings. Danzen made his way to the back of the prayer room, where he found a pair of desks stacked on top of one another, their legs missing.  
 
    He noticed that there was a single drawer on the bottom desk.  
 
    He opened it, and as he did a spider nearly the size of a tarantula crawled out. 
 
    Danzen immediately went for his sword. 
 
    Rather than kill the spider, he simply let it crawl onto his blade. 
 
    Careful of the debris inside the main room of the monastery, he carried his blade outside and tapped it against the ground, the spider scuttling off. 
 
    Once he returned to the wooden desk, Danzen found a leather satchel inside its drawer. 
 
    Removing the leather strip, he discovered a diary within. 
 
    Not able to get the right light within the prayer room of the monastery, Danzen stepped outside again, where he began leafing through the diary. 
 
    He started to notice that the diary was filled with sketchings, and as he moved deeper into the work, he concluded that it was a collection of notes on the various yokai of Genshin Valley. It was a rather large field diary too, easily over a hundred and twenty pages, with additional blank pages at the back. 
 
    Miraculously, the leather satchel had prevented moisture from getting to the field diary, the pages still crisp, none of them yellowed. Someone had put a lot of work into it, a lifetime of work. The satchel wasn’t bad either, large enough to hold a set of robes as well as several items, clearly something that was meant to be taken on long journeys. 
 
    Stashing it near his things, Danzen returned to work. 
 
    There would be time to look through it later once he started a fire, which he intended to do with some of the wood that he’d already collected from inside the monastery. He hadn’t forgotten the snake-like yokai he’d fought outside the garrison. Maybe whoever had put the field diary together had encountered the creatures as well. 
 
    He continued cleaning the monastery into the late afternoon, focusing on one quadrant of the prayer room at a time. He was going to have to pull all the grass out by hand, but the cobwebs he could get with his sword, same with the mushrooms, and most everything else was movable. 
 
    It was when the sun started to dip to the other side of the valley that Danzen decided to wind down and make a fire. 
 
    Gathering some of the rocks he had removed earlier, he formed a fire pit outside of the monastery, directly to the left of one of the lion statues. 
 
    He used the firestarter that had come in handy dozens upon dozens of times over the last two years to get the flames going, Danzen then stretching out one of his older robes on the ground to use as a sleeping mat. 
 
    As the flames cast light and warmth onto him, he flipped through the field diary, trying to locate a sketching or description of what he had seen on his way to Chutham. 
 
    But the crackling fire wasn’t bright enough for him to truly see the pages, and after a while he started to grow tired. 
 
    Before lying down, Danzen checked his surroundings once more, and removed his scabbard from its belt, placing it next to him. 
 
    And with that, the former assassin tried to sleep. 
 
    He was hyper-aware of his surroundings while he rested, sleeping with one eye up, as he had been trained to do. 
 
    Movement caught his attention at some point in the middle of the night. He sat up, withdrawing his blade immediately, his eyes focusing on the two statues from the monastery. 
 
    Had something moved there? 
 
    The fire was all but extinguished by this point, just a pile of ash, not enough remaining to actually see clearly. The moon was bright enough to cast a small amount of light onto the landscape, but again, if there had been movement, whatever it was had made the right choice in leaving. 
 
    The wind howling, wolves in the distance singing their songs, other woodland creatures, possibly yokai, moving about—sleeping outside of the monastery was much noisier than his cave.  
 
    Danzen vowed as the sun came up that he would return to the village and get some supplies in the morning. It was time to take full advantage of the monastery’s shelter. 
 
    This was the last night he would sleep under the stars, if he could help it. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Once morning officially arrived, Danzen made his way to the well behind the monastery. 
 
    He had a feeling that there would be one around the place somewhere, but hadn’t looked for it yesterday, so focused he’d been on clearing out the prayer room. 
 
    There wasn’t a bucket near the well, but he had found a pot, and there was a rope, Danzen able to lower the pot down to the well and retrieve water. 
 
    The water was fresh and cold, Danzen readily drinking from the pot. He lowered it back down and filled it up again, returning to the fire he had already sparked up. 
 
    As the water warmed, Danzen used a cloth to clean Astra and then its scabbard, a daily ritual. 
 
    And as he ran the cloth along the blade, he mentally paid homage to all the life it’d taken, human and animal, Danzen sensing that his sword was thirsty. 
 
    “And if things stay the way they are, you will remain that way,” he said quietly. 
 
    He wasn’t one to talk to himself, but he sometimes talked to Astra, especially after he’d come to understand the blade's history, how it had been forged. 
 
    It truly was, as Norwin had called it two years ago, a legendary weapon. 
 
    His stomach grumbling, Danzen retrieved his coin purse, which was feeling rather full now that he had collected the thousand kip from Elder Sonders.  
 
    He placed his leather bag inside the monastery, figuring he would eventually buy a new one, a larger one at the general store in the Third District. He dusted off the large satchel he’d found, which was a good enough size for him to carry things he needed, and set off toward Suja Village’s Third District. 
 
    It was going to take several trips for him to get all the supplies that he needed, and while he could hire someone to help him, he was of the mindset to do it by himself, Danzen’s stubborn self-reliance a gift as much as it was a curse at times. 
 
    Although the monastery was quite secluded, not visible from town, he wasn’t that far away from the Third District, a thirty-minute walk or so. 
 
    Moving quickly, but not quickly enough to draw attention, Danzen reached the outer edges of the district, the sound of Suja Village coming to him, from children to merchants and pack animals, the vibrancy of lives lived in close proximity. 
 
    Stepping onto the dirt road, he walked past an older man pulling a clay container of water, the man stopping to watch him suspiciously for a moment. 
 
    Danzen ignored him. 
 
    He saw the general store, which was set in a larger building made of wood, the family living in an attached home at the back. 
 
    A heavyset woman in a brown dress with an apron over it stepped out, the apron covered in smudge marks that told Danzen that the woman was a homemaker, that she likely cooked and dealt with children most of the day. 
 
    She had rosy cheeks, her hair pulled back aside from a few strands that were still in her face. There was a frown on her face, but not one that was reserved for Danzen. Something else was troubling her, the woman clutching a small burlap sack full of herbs to her chest, grinding her teeth a bit as she walked, barely noticing the former assassin. 
 
    He waited for her to pass and moved into the general store, where he was greeted by the owner. 
 
    “I’ve seen you around a couple times now and I never got your name,” the owner said, coming forward.  
 
    The owner of the general store had a bit of a gut. He was also thick with muscle, likely from being the person responsible for stocking the store, which looked like it had recently expanded to take over what was once a portion of the family space in the back. 
 
    The floors in the back of the store were new, the walls freshly built. Supplies mostly on wooden shelves or stacked on the floor gave the space a cluttered feel. Since the store sold everything from bottles of spice to nails, there was no discernible scent in the air, many of the smells canceling each other out. 
 
    “I’m Mansukh,” the store owner said with a friendly, albeit toothy, smile.  
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “The silent type, huh? That’s fine. I’ve heard people call you Pilgrim, so that’s what I’ll call you. Does that bother you?” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Danzen told him. 
 
    “Pilgrim it is.” Mansukh scratched the back of his head as he took Danzen in. “So you moved into the old monastery, is that right? Elder Sonders mentioned it last night. He came in to get some tonic for his nephew.” 
 
    Danzen nodded, noticing that the mention of Shedrup had changed the storeowner’s demeanor. 
 
    “And I’m guessing you’re going to need some supplies to get it fixed up. You know that woman that just came in here? Her husband is a carpenter, goes by the name of Khamdo, which I think is actually his middle name. So he could be of help. But for some reason, I get this feeling that you want to try to do it yourself.” 
 
    “As much as I can,” said Danzen. 
 
    “Well, in that case, have at it. If you need something I don’t have, Chuki in the First District has it. If you need me to call someone to help you carry supplies, I will. The children around here always need something to do, and they’re cheap too.” 
 
    “I’ll do as much as I can myself,” Danzen said as he turned to the supplies. 
 
    Mansukh laughed. “Why did I get the feeling you would say that?” 
 
    As Danzen shopped, the big man continued to talk to him, explaining how he had received word that his dead father’s brother was coming, a man named Uncle Gempachi, that the general store may be shut for a day or two once he arrived. He also spoke of Yeni, his teenage daughter, and how she’d gotten in trouble recently by fighting with a boy in the Second District. He also said more about Khamdo, how good of a carpenter he was, how he was the one who had rehabbed the back of his store. 
 
    Now with a pail, hammer, nails, and other supplies he would need to fix up the monastery, Danzen settled up his tab, his stomach grumbling as he went for his coin purse. 
 
    “You sound hungry,” Mansukh told him. 
 
    “I was planning to stop by the tavern,” Danzen told him. 
 
    “It’s not open yet. You should go to the Sarten’s restaurant. It’s just a few doors down. I’m surprised you couldn’t smell the place from outside. They are always cooking up a good breakfast. Damn good biscuits, if you ask me. Cheap, too. Better clientele than the Raksi Hall, and it doesn’t smell like booze in there.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Danzen told him. “I’ll check it out.” 
 
    “Good luck on rebuilding that monastery of yours. And like I said, if you ever need some help, I’ll point you in the direction of Khamdo. He’s the carpenter I was telling you about.” 
 
    Danzen stopped at the door, and turned back to the store owner. “You said the woman that was just in here was his wife, right?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Is everything all right with her?” Danzen asked, which wasn’t a normal question he would ask, but it felt right in that moment. 
 
    “Not really,” said Mansukh with a grunt. “Their baby is pretty damn sick. To be honest with you, that was the first time I’ve ever seen her without a smile on her face. So no, she’s not doing so great. Hopefully, the herbs I sold her will do her some good. If not, there’s the market in the First District and a couple doctors around there as well. Although, I think she said she’d already been to the doctor. Believe me, I know what she’s going through. Yeni, my daughter, I told you about her, had something similar when she was a toddler. We had a better herbalist at the time, but he has become a hermit and moved to the mountains.” Mansukh looked down to his hands, his head shaking ever so slightly as he relived the moment. “Anyway, good luck rebuilding.”


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen Ravja reached his monastery and set his supplies inside. 
 
    It was turning out to be a sunny day, which he hoped would continue through the week as he tried to figure out what to do with the roofing of his new dwelling and its missing shingles, and the holes large enough for the light to reach the inner sanctum of the monastery. 
 
    He took his new pail over to the well and brought some water back to the front of the monastery, filling up his pot. 
 
    He returned for more water, just to have some extra. 
 
    Once this was in order, he started cleaning.  
 
    It was dawning on him more as he removed the debris from the monastery, and planned to make his way into the rooms at the back, that he really had no idea what he was doing when it came to carpentry. 
 
    He could make a crude structure, but this was going to take some actual work, which meant… 
 
    Danzen shook his head. 
 
    He really didn’t want to start getting people involved. 
 
    This was his refuge, and in that way,  he truly was a pilgrim, one that wanted to get away from it all, to restart his life. 
 
    It took him several hours, but he finally finished clearing out the back end of the space that was once the main prayer room. 
 
    Taking a rest, Danzen took a seat outside the monastery, his lower back to the base of one of the lion statues, the one that was missing its head. 
 
    He retrieved the diary of field notes he had found and began leafing through the pages. 
 
    Danzen was lucky that the person who had created the work had also left plenty of sketches, which was how he eventually came to a picture that looked like the snake-like creature he had encountered on his way to Chutham. 
 
    The drawing depicted a fat creature several meters long and with a mouth wide enough to swallow a human. It had no eyes, no nose, no facial features whatsoever aside from rows upon rows of sharp teeth. 
 
    “Nozuchi,” he said, reading its name aloud. 
 
    From there, Danzen scanned through the yokai’s description: 
 
    The snake-like nozuchi generally do not attack humans unless they have come near their nests. If they do not swallow a person completely whole, their serrated teeth will cause a fever that will kill a healthy, full-grown adult. There are tales that a human can contract this fever by simply seeing a nozuchi, but the esteemed author of this passage has never encountered a person affected in such a way. 
 
    “Esteemed author?” Danzen whispered to himself.  
 
    He continued reading: 
 
    There is a tale with some merit that nozuchi are created when a wicked monk leaves his monastery to become a hermit. These are said to take a humanoid form rather than one of the serpent, and according to one man I interviewed, whom I trust fully, these kinds of nozuchi are able to speak. When dealing with nozuchi, the best thing to do is get to a higher ground, and escape from there. Because of their size and their stumpy frames, they do not have much stamina, nor can they travel all that fast. 
 
    Danzen considered this last point that had been jotted down. 
 
    From what he encountered, nozuchi had plenty of stamina, meaning that there was room for improvement in the diary. Unfortunately, Danzen didn’t have something to write with, which meant he would have to make the correction later. 
 
    Even so, the diary was helpful, and giving a name to the yokai as well as a description would make it easier for him once he encountered other mythical creatures, which he assumed would happen if his first encounter had come so quickly. 
 
    Danzen put the field diary away and turned back to the monastery. 
 
    It was time to see to the back room of the space. 
 
    Moving through the main prayer room, the former assassin came to the start of the hallway, his hand never too far from the hilt of his blade. The hallway was filled with stacked furniture, most of it wood, rotten scrolls, religious banners, and soggy, rolled-up carpets. 
 
    He worked on clearing out the hallway until the sun started to set, the temperature dropping with it. 
 
    He thought about lighting a giant blaze out in front of the monastery, but decided against doing this. A large fire would attract attention, and some of the items were slightly moist, which could create quite a bit of smoke. 
 
    After eating some grain mixed with the cold water he pulled up from the well, Danzen found the cleanest corner within the main prayer space and set up his bedding. 
 
    As he settled in, one of the rotten boards in the ceiling above gave way, nearly falling on top of him, the wood scraping against his arm as it hit the wooden floor. 
 
    Danzen tensed up, afraid that he had drawn blood.  
 
    He knew what it felt like when the demons came to him, but he lay motionless regardless, his other hand ready to grab a sword. 
 
    Eventually, he let out a deep breath and touched his arm, finding that the dislodged piece of lumber thankfully hadn’t drawn any blood. 
 
    Danzen slept harder than he had the previous night, woken only once when he heard a noise outside of the monastery.  
 
    He moved to the door, his sword at the ready, Danzen ready to engage whoever decided to come to his monastery, be it an assassin or a yokai.  
 
    He slipped out of the door and found that everything was still, quiet aside from the sound of an animal howling somewhere in the distance. 
 
    Danzen placed his hand on one of the lion statues that guarded the front door, the one with its head still intact. He patted it and returned to his bed, where he quickly fell asleep again. 
 
    Morning came and Danzen was once again stirred by a noise outside of the monastery. 
 
    This time it was chanting, the faint voice of a woman. 
 
    Danzen crouched as he moved to the edge of the door, his hand yet again on the hilt of his blade, Astra buzzing with excitement that it may see action. 
 
    Once the footsteps passed in front of the door again, Danzen withdrew his sword and quietly slipped out, ready to strike. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen returned his blade to his scabbard. 
 
    Standing off to his left was a portly woman mumbling prayers, her hand swimming through a string of white prayer beads. 
 
    She was so focused on her chant that she didn’t see him at first, Danzen clearing his throat to alert her of his presence. 
 
    “You…” The woman dropped her prayer beads. “You’re the…” 
 
    “Pilgrim,” said Danzen. 
 
    “Yes, I’m sorry…” She bowed her head. “It’s just, well, my mother used to come here when the monastery was up and running, when the Abbot was still alive,” she said, finally looking back up at Danzen.  
 
    Her eyes were puffy and there was a smudge of what looked like flour on one of her cheeks, the woman likely wiping her face with her hand before coming all the way up here. 
 
    She looked tired, haggard even, her hair a mess, her robes hastily tied together. 
 
    “What happened?” Danzen asked after a long stretch of silence in which it dawned on him where he’d seen her before. He recalled that Mansukh, the owner of the general store, said that there was something wrong with her baby. 
 
    She confirmed this as she started speaking: “It’s my baby,” she said, wiping her mouth with her apron. “Leegan has these black spots on her back. She’s vomiting. I took her to the doctor in the First District, but he didn’t have any advice other than to give her plenty of food and make sure she gets sunlight. Khamdo, my husband, took a wagon to Chutham with her, and the doctor there said the same thing. But I know better. This is something else. My mother would have…” She tried to steady her breath and continue. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “My mother would have known what to do. She knew the hermit when he was still living in the village. Khamdo says he will go, but it’s too dangerous for him to go to try to find Dalan in the mountains. He can’t go alone,” the woman said, sobbing now. “My husband’s not as tough as he looks. Sure, he’s muscular, but that’s only because he’s lifting and fixing things all day. He doesn’t know a thing about survival. And there are yokai there in the Panchen Mountains. There are all sorts of nasty things. Giants, demons, terrible creatures. Good ones too, but as many bad ones as there are good ones.” 
 
    “I understand,” Danzen told the blubbering woman, her grief sparking something within him. “Perhaps…” 
 
    She looked up to him again and apologized again. “I’m sorry to bother you, Pilgrim,” she said. “I was just coming here to pray. I can leave. My name is Sarnai. I should have told you that earlier.” 
 
    “Perhaps…” 
 
    “I didn’t know you were living here, I swear. This place hasn’t been lived in for maybe twenty years, yes, twenty years. I vaguely remember it from when I was a child.” 
 
    “I can go,” Danzen said, finally getting the words out. 
 
    But Sarnai didn’t hear him. “I know this isn’t your problem,” she said, sniffling again. “I didn’t mean to disturb you. I…” She paused, finally realizing what Danzen had just said. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “You would…?” Sarnai took a quick look around, her breaths shortening. “You would do something like that for me?” 
 
    “I don’t mind.” 
 
    “My husband… he can help you around here, you know. He’s a carpenter. The best in the village. If you can…” She bit her lip, nodding. “Yes, I’m certain he would agree. If you can visit Dalan and bring back whatever it is that we need to cure Leegan, I’m sure Khamdo will help you around here. At least get the roof fixed. You’ll be glad you have a roof when the rainy season comes. Winters can be very rough as well.” 
 
    “We don’t have to make an exchange,” said Danzen. 
 
    “I could help too,” she said, ignoring him. “I sometimes help Khamdo out. I would love to see this place rebuilt. It deserves it.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do that,” he told her. 
 
    “Of course, I have to. If you’re going to help me, my family is going to help you. That’s how things work around here. At least that’s how things should work. You may be living up here in the monastery, but we're neighbors, and I don’t know where you’re from, but wherever you are from, you’ve come here to…” Sarnai stopped speaking, realizing she had said too much. “I don’t need to know why you are here, and it doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “How do I get to this hermit?” 
 
    “That’s a little more complicated,” she said with a huff. “I know. Let’s go to my home first, and I can draw you a map that will help you get there.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen didn’t really have much to pack, but he still returned inside the monastery anyway to look through his things, making sure there wasn’t something he could bring along.  
 
    He didn’t want to leave his money there; thieves or bandits could come across the monastery at any time.  
 
    He would possibly need a spare change of robes, his firestarter, and his sewing kit. He also didn’t want to venture too far into the mountains without the field diary he’d found, just in case he needed to identify something. Once he placed those in the large satchel he’d found, along with a spare set of robes, Danzen hid the rest of his things in the back hallway of the monastery amidst the debris that he still needed to remove. 
 
    He followed Sarnai back to Suja Village’s Third District. 
 
    She was carefree along the way, her mood lightening after what Danzen had promised to do, the woman not at all concerned to be seen with him. 
 
    She spoke about growing up in the village, how she’d first met her husband at the harvest festival, and how things were going before her child became ill. 
 
    Once they reached the edge of town, Danzen was greeted by the sounds of humanity, dogs barking, chickens clucking outside of one of the last homes behind the main thoroughfare. 
 
    There were a couple horses out, a haze in the distance over the other districts, the smell of burning coal coming from a workshop behind one of the homes. 
 
    Sarnai turned off the main street and led Danzen to a small, but well-maintained home. 
 
    It was clear that a carpenter lived there, everything about the exterior of the place better maintained than any of the homes in the vicinity. There were flowerpots on the windowsills, the steps leading up to the front door freshly swept, the outer walls painted yellow, a bright beacon in an area with mostly darker homes, many of the colors alternating between deep shades of brown and burgundy, walls made of brick and stained woods. 
 
    “Just take a seat,” Sarnai said once she entered the home. “Yeni, I’m back.” 
 
    A teenage girl stepped out of one of the rooms, making a noise of surprise with her throat after seeing Danzen. The girl had brown hair with light-blonde streaks in it, her legs long and her torso short, freckles sprinkled across the bridge of her nose. 
 
    “How was she?” Sarnai asked. 
 
    “She was sleeping until she coughed herself awake,” said the teen, not able to look away from Danzen. “But I was able to get her to go back to sleep by singing her song.”  
 
    “Great, you can go back to the store now. Tell your father I said thanks.” 
 
    “Bye,” Yeni said before slipping out of the door, still eyeballing Danzen as she did so. 
 
    “Don’t mind her,” said Sarnai as she waved Danzen into the baby’s room, which was clearly a new addition to the property. “If you didn’t know, that’s Mansukh’s daughter. And she just discovered boys,” she said with a chuckle. “Anyway, you can sit there,” said Sarnai, nodding to a small table and a chair near the door. 
 
    “I’ll stand.” 
 
    Sarnai stepped out, leaving Danzen with her infant daughter. Leegan slept on her stomach, her face to the side, the back of her shirt open and revealing a series of black circles rimmed in red. Even from where he stood, it was clear that it was quite a severe infection. 
 
    It wasn’t long before Sarnai returned a piece of paper and a writing utensil that had been carved out of wood. 
 
    “Do you have another one of those?” Danzen asked, looking at the crude pencil. 
 
    “Sure,” she said, handing it to him.  
 
    She left and returned again with another pencil as the baby stirred. 
 
    “Shhh, shhh,” she said she went to her daughter, lightly placing her hand on the baby’s matted hair. Once Leegan had relaxed, Sarnai sat before the table and quickly sketched out what the spots looked like on the back of her child’s body.  
 
    “You’ll need to give this to the hermit; his name is Dalan,” she told Danzen as she finished her sketch. “He will know what to do, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “You said he was in the mountains, right?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “And how do I get there?” 
 
    “That’s what this next paper is for,” Sarnai said as she started drawing again, the scratchy sound of her pencil meeting the paper disrupting the silence in the room.  
 
    It took her a few minutes to finish the map, but once it was done, she turned to Danzen, the tip of her writing utensil pointed at their current location. 
 
    “You will head in the same direction as your monastery until you reach this spot,” she said, tapping her pencil on the paper, “where you will find an old prayer rock. The Asura Forest will be to your left and whatever you do, don’t go there. Once you pass the prayer rock, here, you’ll take a hard right following this mountain stream. Dalan lives somewhere near the mouth of the stream. I know because my cousin is one of the people responsible for bringing him supplies. I have to warn you though, Pilgrim.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “There are yokai in the mountains; as you may already know, the Panchen Mountains are the only thing that separates us from the Diyu, from hell itself. Most of us have never been too worried about this considering the sheer size of the mountain range, but you should know that by going to the hermit, you are moving closer and closer to the threshold where…”  
 
    Baby Leegan made a noise with her throat, the mother turning toward her daughter. “I… I really don’t know what’s out there. But there is something out there, and it could be dangerous.” 
 
    “I understand,” said Danzen as he took the map from her.  
 
    He folded it, along with the sketching of the child's ailment, and placed it in the diary he had picked up at the monastery. 
 
    “Give me twenty minutes and I will make you a few meals to take with you. Some simple things that I make for Khamdo when he has to travel a long distance. If you don’t mind…” Sarnai nodded to her baby. 
 
    “Yes,” said Danzen, not sure how to interpret the faith that the woman had put into him. It wasn’t often that someone entrusted their child with a person like him, a former assassin with enough deaths on his hands that he had long forgotten the number of the people he had slain. “I’ll keep an eye on her.”


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was quickly becoming a familiar walk.  
 
    Danzen headed back out of Suja Village’s Third District and in the direction of his new home, the monastery. His hood over his head, he walked at a brisker pace than usual, realizing that he would need to find shelter before night came. 
 
    As curious as he was to encounter more yokai, Danzen preferred to do so while it was light outside, recalling what it was like going after Shedrup in the Chutham Mountains, how it had felt like there was always something about to spring out at him. 
 
    It wasn’t like this feeling was foreign to the former assassin, but if he could avoid it, he would do so. 
 
    He’d walked on eggshells long enough. 
 
    More and more trees began popping up on the landscape, most pressed up to the dirt road that he followed, a different path than he had used when going to Chutham. There were no outposts along this route, and he got the sense that the area was more or less a no man’s land, a place to be prudent, cautious. 
 
    He recalled Sarnai calling the woods the Asura Forest, which he could actually see from the hill of his monastery, the trees stretching all the way to the horizon. 
 
    Since he knew that he would be heading into the mountains, he veered toward the right once the road split, Danzen eventually removing his hood to free up his peripheral vision. 
 
    He had grown to enjoy long walks like this, sometimes feeling that it was akin to stalking his prey, moving slowly and quickly at times, but always moving forward, always ready.  
 
    His life since heading east was vastly different than his life back west, where he was treated well by the Diyu Brotherhood, considering he was their top assassin. Carriages, servants, and patrician accommodations did little to mitigate the gritty work he was hired to do.  
 
    He had been an assassin for twenty years, and killing had no real effect on him. However, returning to a posh hotel, or stepping into a carriage with a private driver, his robes covered in blood, always threw Danzen off guard. 
 
    The divide between those two realities—one of merciless slaughter for hire, the other of the finer things of life—was always unsettling for him. 
 
    And as he had done more times than he could count, Danzen tried not to think about these things.  
 
    Instead, he focused on the path before him, the enormous trees to his left, some of their branches adding pockets of shade to the soil, the crisp air cool enough to keep him comfortable. 
 
    As he had done before, and as he would always do, Danzen continued onward. 
 
    After another thirty minutes, his eyes fell upon the prayer rock that Sarnai had mentioned, the large stone structure draped in flags, prayers scratched out on the stone’s surface. 
 
    A sense of urgency came to him. 
 
    Danzen quickly went for Astra, and as he did, a bolt of lightning struck him down. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen awoke with a gasp, his vision blotted out, his head screaming. His hands were bound behind his back. There was also something around his neck, keeping what he quickly realized was a black cloth tied over his face. 
 
    He started to move back and forth, a voice below him sending a sense of dread through Danzen as soon as he heard it. 
 
    “You’re awake,” said the voice, one that Danzen recognized as belonging to an assassin named Shunta. 
 
    It was then that he realized he was gagged as well, Danzen upside down, strung up. 
 
    “You never did have much to say,” said Shunta. “And I’m glad for that. I would prefer not to listen to you beg. You know, they thought I was crazy for coming all the way out here in search of you. They called this place the ‘middle of nowhere,’ claiming you would never make it this far out. Can you believe that? No one suspected that you, of all people, would make your way to the edge of the known world. The idiots. Last I heard, Norwin was in the north, and I believe Soko may have joined him, not that this matters to you.” 
 
    Danzen bit down onto the gag in his mouth, his anger quickly subsiding as he tried to come up with a way to free himself. 
 
    Shunta was a younger assassin, a clever one, who had ingested a remnant of Sunyata which had given him the ability to fire bolts of lightning from his palms.  
 
    He came up years after Danzen had gone through the Brotherhood’s training, but Biren Yeshe, Danzen’s former teacher and the man who had betrayed him, had always spoken highly of him. And as he had learned countless times before, it turned out that Biren wasn’t far off in his assessment of the young assassin’s ability. 
 
    Danzen began to slowly swing back and forth. 
 
    “I have to be honest with you,” Shunta continued, “I didn’t think it would be this easy to capture you. No, stop moving. That’s not going to work. If you try that again, I will strike you with enough lightning to leave you passed out for a day. Stop. Now, as I was saying, I didn’t think it would be this easy to capture you. I arrived in Suja Village a couple days ago, and I heard rumors about a man known only as Pilgrim. My first thought was that someone in town would want to put a bounty out on this man’s head. I thought, hey, maybe I can pick up a little kip while I continue my search for the true prize. But then I came to the conclusion that it had to be you. It just had to be. Wasn’t it just like you to want to disappear to the edge of the known world? Master Yeshe will be so happy to see you again.” 
 
    Danzen continued to rock back and forth ever-so-slightly, a plan coming to him. If it didn’t work, he would have to try something later, once he woke up again from the next lightning strike. 
 
    “I thought I told you…” 
 
    Even though he was blindfolded, Danzen shut his eyes, hoping to feel the change in air pressure, to sense when Shunta used his power so he could shift himself forward. 
 
    Suddenly, Danzen was falling, the crack of lightning behind him telling him the assassin had missed. And just as he had hoped, the lightning had struck the branch instead. 
 
    Danzen hit the ground with an oomph, the world whooshing around him. 
 
    “You… you!” Shunta bellowed, Danzen doing the best he could to throw his body in the direction of the assassin’s voice. 
 
    He managed to take Shunta’s legs out, the two rolling around for a moment until they smacked into a tree, Shunta letting out a grunt. 
 
    Knowing that he didn’t have long, Danzen scrambled on top of him, his legs and arms still bound as he slammed his head down, aiming toward the sound of Shunta’s shortened breaths. 
 
    His masked forehead connected with the assassin’s face, Danzen up in a matter of seconds slamming it down again, again, putting all his strength into his headbutts, a supernatural amount of power, Shunta making one final, garbled sound with his throat before his body relaxed.  
 
    The black cloth covering Danzen’s face had moved up some, his mouth and chin now exposed. 
 
    Needing his vision, Danzen bent forward again and used the bloody ridges of Shunta’s face to shift the black cloth up to his forehead. 
 
     To do this, he had to get seriously close to the man, almost as if he were kissing him, Danzen rubbing his face against the assassin’s broken nose repeatedly, against his bloodied lips, always cautious of the man’s teeth, knowing what would happen if he drew blood. 
 
    Eventually, he managed to get the black fabric over his head pressed past his brow, Danzen sweating by this point as the light came to him, blinding at first. Things began to unblur into focus in a matter of moments; he saw that Shunta’s face was a bloody mess. 
 
    Summoning his strength, Danzen tried to tear the ropes from his wrists, which was something he should have been able to do had Shunta not tied him up in a way that crisscrossed the ropes all the way up to his armpits. His ankles, shins, and even his knees were tied as well, which would make it hard to stand. 
 
    He had truly done it. He had managed to headbutt the assassin to death. 
 
    At least he thought he was dead… 
 
    Scooting back, his body still on top of Shunta’s, Danzen placed his ear against the man’s chest. 
 
    No heartbeat. 
 
    He looked at the assassin’s mangled face again, his dark hair swept across his matted forehead. 
 
    Shunta almost reminded Danzen of himself when he was younger, aside from the fact that the front of his face was now caved in, his nose broken, one of his eyes bulging, the other one closed, his tongue hanging out the side of his mouth, his teeth streaked with blood. 
 
    Danzen pressed himself up so he was now sitting on his knees, equilibrium hard to maintain. 
 
    He looked to the knife resting against the exposed root. He quickly concluded that it was going to be impossible for him to somehow sink the hilt of the blade into the ground and cut his bindings away. 
 
    No, he needed to tear the rope away with something else. 
 
    He looked to his right, noticing that he wasn’t very far from the prayer rock, that perhaps… 
 
    Letting out a sigh, mostly of disappointment for what he was about to attempt, Danzen laid down on his side. Astra wasn’t at his belt as it normally was, but his blade wasn’t very far, sitting next to his bag beneath the tree that he had been strung up on. 
 
    He could always come back for it. 
 
    Using his weight, Danzen flipped himself over and then started to roll, commanding his elbows as best he could to guide himself forward. 
 
    He started to roll in the wrong direction for a moment, Danzen using his legs to correct his position and send him in the direction of the large prayer rock. 
 
    What would have been a five-minute walk turned out to be a twenty-minute roll, Danzen breathing heavily by the time he reached his destination, his actions having a dizzying effect. 
 
    He lay on his back for a moment, looking up at the sky, noticing that it was late afternoon, that the sun would come down sooner rather than later and he needed to find shelter. 
 
    Stamina returned to him after a deep breath, Danzen once again continuing his roll to one of the corners of the prayer rock. It wasn’t fully chiseled, but it seemed that there were a few sharp edges to it, and if this didn’t work, he could circle around to another edge and try again. 
 
    He managed to sit up and moved to his knees, relying entirely on his core strength to do so. 
 
    Danzen began moving up and down, the muscles in his thighs starting to ache after doing this for five minutes, the rope binding his arms holding strong. 
 
    Danzen kept at it. 
 
    No matter how much his muscles ached from the strange position he was in, or the fact that now his abdomen had started to burn a little, he needed to free his arms. 
 
    He fell into an almost meditative state as he did so, his eyes on Shunta, remembering the last time he had seen the young assassin. 
 
    Sometimes the Diyu Brotherhood sent assassins out in pairs, especially when they wanted a newer one to learn from a veteran. Danzen hadn’t exactly trained Shunta, but he had gone out with the man twice, Danzen at once impressed with the young assassin’s lightning power, which had given Shunta the ability to anonymously kill a target long-range. 
 
    A man could be stepping out onto his balcony and be struck by a bolt of lightning, dead to the world, Shunta several rooftops away and able to disappear without anyone knowing any better. 
 
    It was likely how he got Danzen; had the younger assassin been smarter, he would have struck him with all he had and then sealed Danzen up in a casket, immediately leaving the area. 
 
    That would have been hard to get out of. 
 
    As he continued to rub the rope against the sharp rock, Danzen played this scenario out in his head. At some point, Shunta would have had to remove the lid of the casket, and by that time, Danzen would have understood that he had been kidnapped. 
 
    Perhaps he would have attacked him in the same way, leaping forward with a headbutt, covering the younger assassin’s body so it made it harder to use his power without striking himself. 
 
    That was one thing that Shunta had told Danzen in the times they had been together—if it struck someone while he was touching them, Shunta would feel the jolt as well. 
 
    Aside from not having any other options, this was one reason Danzen had gotten on top of him: it had prevented Shunta from striking him again with electricity. 
 
    Feeling the rope start to tense, Danzen kept up the pressure. 
 
    Shunta could have killed him. This was one thing he hadn’t thought about in a while, Danzen assuming that the Diyu Brotherhood wanted him dead. Perhaps the reward was higher if someone brought him in alive…  
 
    Danzen let out a sigh of relief as the rope cut, giving way. 
 
    From that point he was able to pull his arms wide, the rest of the rope tearing. 
 
    He shook out his hands, looking down at the rope that was wrapped around his legs. Now that he was able to use his hands, Danzen turned to the rock and pulled himself up. 
 
    He then looked back to Shunta’s dead body, Astra and his satchel resting on the ground beyond the assassin. 
 
    Danzen hopped forward, small jumps at first, just to get the hang of it. With his arms free, he was able to stabilize himself some, the former assassin eventually picking up his pace as he made his way back to his sword. 
 
    It beat rolling on the ground. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen thought about burying Shunta’s body. While the man had tried to kill him, he knew that he was also family-less, that like Danzen, he had been abandoned at birth. And Shunta was the first to discover Danzen’s location, which he respected. While the assassin clearly hadn’t taken the journey to the east on foot as he had, Danzen knew that the carriage ride would be arduous, the assassin traveling long days solely on a hunch. 
 
    But burying him would take time, and night was coming. 
 
    So Danzen did the next best thing. 
 
    After taking Shunta’s dagger and the rope he had used to string Danzen up, he began undressing the man. 
 
    He would honor the younger assassin with what was known as the sky burial, his flesh presented to the animals, or whatever lived in the known vicinity. 
 
    But he didn’t want someone else coming upon the body, so he moved the corpse away from the main walking trail, so that only someone who decided to step a few feet into the forest would see it. 
 
    They would smell it, sure, but hopefully the animals would take care of it sooner rather than later. 
 
    It was an old assassin joke, saying that nature always found a way, but it did, and it applied to innumerable situations. 
 
    Once he was finished, Shunta’s body pressed against a tree deep in the Asura Forest, Danzen took out the map that Sarnai had given him. He already had a general idea of the direction: head to the right of the prayer rock, and continue along until he found a mountain stream. 
 
    The sky turning orange and pink, the temperature slowly dropping, Danzen did just that, walking quickly, his hood down so he could keep an eye on the periphery. 
 
    This hadn’t worked last time, but he couldn’t beat himself up for this; Shunta’s power gave him a long-range capability that would have made him hard to spot. Had he spotted him, then Astra would have done the trick. 
 
    He could hear the stream before he saw it, Danzen eventually coming to the mountain source of water, and dropping before it, where he washed his hands and face. From there he went back to his satchel and retrieved a meat pie that Sarnai had made him, the woman wrapping it in a dry leaf and tying it off with a string. 
 
    Danzen ate this as he walked, his focus now on finding shelter for the night. 
 
    The foothills gave way to the start of a mountain pass, the water in the stream rushing even faster, Danzen able to see the glint of a fish beneath the surface.  
 
    The sun dipped behind the mountain, shadows elongating, everything painted in various shades of blue that were slowly darkening. Danzen picked up his pace, keeping his eyes on the rock formations that ran to his left and continued onward. 
 
    It was just about the point where he wished he’d had a torch when he noticed a darkened spot on a ledge about four feet above his current position. 
 
    He climbed up the rocks, and crouched before the spot, seeing that it was just large enough for him to crawl inside. With a deep breath in, Danzen shuffled into the cave, which was damp and smelled of stone. 
 
    He was silent as he waited for the sound of movement. 
 
    When nothing came, Danzen set his satchel down and got out his spare robes. He draped them over his shoulders, and pulled his hood over his head. 
 
    The temperature would continue to drop, but he didn’t want to start a fire, not now, especially in such an unknown territory.  
 
    His belt and scabbard removed, he placed Astra next to his hand so he could draw it when the time came, if the time came. 
 
    And from there, after getting comfortable enough, his knees pressed to his chest, his back against the cave wall, Danzen slept. 
 
    Birdsong woke him in the morning, his eyes quickly falling onto a shadow that seemed to be reaching into his cave. 
 
    He rolled out and withdrew his sword to find an older man standing before him, hunched over yet spry, the man bald with a long gray beard, lines in his cheeks, eyes that were almost orange, his robes a bit soiled. 
 
    “Are you here to kill me?” the man asked, absolutely no terror in his voice. 
 
    “Are you Dalan?” came Danzen’s reply. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “No, I’m not here to kill you. I’m here on behalf of someone from Suja Village.” 
 
    “Someone from the village sent you?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Danzen, just about to go into his inner pocket for the sketch. 
 
    “In that case, let’s go to where I am staying. I’m sure you would prefer a proper breakfast, and seeing as how you slept in here last night, a warm fire may do you well.” 
 
    The two were silent as they made their way up the mountain stream, Dalan the hermit expertly navigating the rocks as if he had done this a million times before. 
 
    Because he had. 
 
    They came to a spot where a pair of peaks caused the sun to cast its light between them. This feat of nature created an arc of light that hit the stream below, giving a glittery effect to the rocks beneath the cool water. 
 
    “Just this way,” said Dalan, the hermit turning to a couple footholds Danzen had yet to notice. 
 
    He followed the hermit to the next ledge up, and from there they took to yet another ledge, where they came to a quaint, well-lit cave, supplies in the back, a fire already going in the corner, holes in the rock allowing the smoke to escape. There were a pair of padded sleeping mats before the fire, and a barrel of water on the opposite side of the entrance. 
 
    Dalan motioned for the former assassin to sit on one of the mats, and as he did, Danzen noticed a cupboard of sorts pressed against the rock wall, myriad jars of herbs and other substances stacked on top of the cupboard. 
 
    Humming a song that Danzen had never heard before, the hermit brought a pot of water to boil. He added some dried meat and root vegetables to it, stirring the ingredients together before throwing in a dash of spice. 
 
    “It’s going to be a little while before it’s ready if you want it to be a real stew, which I certainly do,” said the hermit as he took a seat across from Danzen. He licked his lips, his eyes taking in the former assassin and from there the hilt of his famed blade. “That’s quite a weapon you have there.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “And I am guessing you are new to the village? I can’t say that we have met before.” 
 
    “We haven’t.” 
 
    “Do you have a name?” 
 
    “The people in the Third District call me Pilgrim. That works for me.” 
 
    “Pilgrim, huh?” The hermit smiled, his orange eyes twinkling. “That is quite the name. I suppose then that you are new to the region, unless you perhaps come from Chutham.” 
 
    “I’m new.” 
 
    “And how are the yokai treating you?” 
 
    “I didn’t believe they existed at first, but then I killed some.” 
 
    “You killed them?”  
 
    Danzen reached into his bag and took out the field diary he had found in the abandoned monastery, flashing it at the hermit. 
 
    “You wrote all that?” 
 
    “No, I found it where I am staying.” 
 
    “Oh, and where’s that?” 
 
    “The monastery outside of the Third District.” 
 
    “How did you come to stay at the monastery? That land belongs to Elder Sonders.” 
 
    “I saved his nephew from debt collectors, and he gave it to me.” 
 
    Dalan laughed, a wheezy laugh that didn’t match his voice. “Shedrup is at it again, eh?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “He is special, you know,” said the hermit, now with a sad twinkle to his eyes. 
 
    “I’m aware.” 
 
    “He may seem like a drunken fool now, but once, easily a decade ago, he was the most dedicated echo bender in the valley. He would have brought the art to new heights had it not been for the death of his wife and son. There were a series of bandit raids at that time. The two lived on the outskirts of the village, and their home was one of the first to be picked off. Ironically, Shedrup was at the monastery when it happened, the very one you are currently living in. He was good friends with the Abbot, who had just died, and was seeing to some of his affairs. He came home, his family was dead, and that was that.” 
 
    “I see,” Danzen finally said. “That does explain a lot.” 
 
    “Do you mind?” the hermit asked, nodding to his field diary. 
 
    Danzen handed him the diary, his finger on the page featuring the nozuchi. “That’s the yokai I killed. Several of them.” 
 
    “Nozuchi… dirty little creatures they are,” said the hermit, leafing through the pages, nodding. “I do believe, yes, it most certainly is. This diary belonged to the Abbot, who went by the name Buyant… Buyant Mergen. Yes, that was it. Who knew he had a fondness for cataloging yokai?” The hermit handed the diary back to Danzen. “But we can talk about the Abbot Mergen some other time. Why have you come all the way here, hmmm?” 
 
    Danzen retrieved Sarnai’s sketch from an inner pocket. He handed it to Dalan, who looked it over for a moment, nodding. 
 
    “It’s on an infant,” said Danzen. 
 
    “I’m aware. I have seen this before. Whose infant?” 
 
    “Sarnai and Khamdo.” 
 
    “Such a young couple to have to deal with this skin infection. It can kill the child too, by the looks of this sketch, I would say the child has about three or four more days unless we do something.” The hermit folded the piece of paper and set it on his leg. He exhaled audibly and turned to Danzen. “Let me ask you, Pilgrim, have you ever killed a giant?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen Ravja flipped through the pages of the field diary, which had been written by Buyant Mergen, the Abbot who once resided at his monastery. 
 
    He found the page he was looking for, the daidarabotchi, and grimaced as he read the description: Daidarabotchi were once large enough that their movements shaped the world. They are still giants, the few remaining taking up residence in the valleys between the outskirts of Suja Village and Diyu and the Panchen Mountains. The ancient daidarabotchi made footprints large enough to leave lakes, their fists able to form vales and canyons. Daidarabotchi have bald heads, gray skin, large white eyes, long tongues, and sharp claws. Poor breeding has led the last of their species to have deformities. It has also decreased their intelligence levels, the daidarabotchi becoming an enemy to humankind.  
 
    There are some yokai that should be encouraged to integrate with humans and treated with respect. Daidarabotchi are not among these benevolent yokai. They are foul creatures, whose inbreeding has destroyed the future for their species. They are stubborn, dangerous, and while they were once herbivores, they have since become carnivorous. 
 
    Danzen recalled what the hermit said, that he would likely have to kill the giant. 
 
    This caused the frown on his face to make the subtle change to a smirk. He had a feeling that Dalan could see right through him; talking to the older hermit almost reminded him of talking to Elder Sonders, although the Elder was richer, with more money and authority to whip around. 
 
    The hermit had correctly intuited what he was, or better, what he had been, which was why the man hadn’t skipped a beat in telling him he would likely need to kill the giant. While Dalan may have suspected Danzen was running from his past, he didn’t know exactly what he had been in his previous life, nor did the hermit know how efficient he was at stalking and killing his prey. 
 
    Still, he had surmised what Danzen was capable of. 
 
    “It’s rather unfortunate, but this one is a particularly nasty giant, and I’ve had encounters with him before,” the hermit said before Danzen’s departure. “I believe yokai are the most important resource the Genshin Valley has to offer the world. If only people would recognize these beings for what they are, and what we could learn from each other, how we could integrate more with them and learn from them. That said, daidarabotchi are scum, and if there ever was a perfect utopia where we interacted more with the yokai, this utopia would be void of these terrible giants. And they are getting dumber. They don’t breed very often, but when they do, their offspring are worse off than their parents. Incredibly stupid, prone to tantrums, not able to be reasoned with.” 
 
    Danzen had simply nodded at this statement. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m just so fed up with them. And believe me, I’ve tried. I’ve helped them from time to time, but this one, the one who lives near here, he’s no friend of the others. Anyway, I suppose I should get on with it. I need a strand of a daidarabotchi’s hair to finish this ointment. If you must know, their hair contains a unique property not found in any of the herbs in the Valley. So bring me some of that hair. Maybe you won’t have to kill him, but you should be prepared to do so.” 
 
    Now perched on a ledge not far from the hermit’s cave, Danzen flipped to the diary page about the snake-like nozuchi. He’d been meaning to make some additional notes about the creatures’ agility, which he did before putting the book away. 
 
    Once he was finished, he stood, turning back in the direction that Dalan had given him. 
 
    If all he needed was some hair, perhaps he would be able to get it from the giant without killing it.  
 
    He said it would take until nightfall to reach the nearest daidarabotchi, which would be to Danzen’s advantage. If he was careful, and if he was quiet, he would be able to take the hair while the giant slept. 
 
    With this in mind, Danzen continued onward. 
 
    He ate another one of Sarnai’s meat pies as he walked, figuring he should fuel up now. The hermit's stew had been good, but the meat pie was better, Danzen glad to have just a few more left in his satchel. 
 
    As he walked, he recalled the assassin he had recently killed, the man known as Shunta.  
 
    It would take some time, but eventually, word would reach the Diyu Brotherhood that something had happened to him.  
 
    There would be a number of ways they would address this.  
 
    They could send out more assassins in search of his body, to investigate how he had died.  They could also ignore it, which was the best Danzen could hope for. He would have to keep an even lower profile if strangers started to show up in town asking questions.  
 
    Perhaps Danzen would need to open a line with someone in Chutham. After all, if someone came looking for him, they would go there first. But the only person he knew in the larger city was Eva Yin, the shape-shifting woman who ran the pleasure house. Of all the people he’d met so far in Genshin Valley, she was definitely the one he trusted the least. 
 
    And again, being acquainted with the madam at the pleasure house could work. Not all assassins visited these types of establishments, but if they didn’t, the people who knew them did, it was always a great place to get information. 
 
    But it would cost him. This much Danzen knew. 
 
    The stench met his nostrils long before Danzen saw the giant, just as the hermit had said it would. 
 
    The sun was setting now, darkness spreading across the mountains, Danzen instinctively taking to a low crouch as he made his way around a bend to find a man easily eight times his height defecating, which was something that nearly caused Danzen to stumble backward. 
 
    He regained his composure as the daidarabotchi finished up, the stink heavy in the air. 
 
    The giant stood and took a few steps away, where he crouched onto a rock, eliciting a grunt from his throat. 
 
    Just as the field diary had said, the giant had gray skin, his shoulder deformed almost as if he were a hunchback, his face somewhere between a human and an ape. He had long hair that trailed down the nape of his neck, and his body was hairy too, the giant naked, the rocky outcropping he was standing near piled high with shit and bones. 
 
    Ignoring the giant’s fetor, Danzen continued to crouch until the sun was completely down. 
 
    He wouldn’t be able to use a torch or anything of the sort, but he could already see the moon in the cloudless sky and had gauged it was close to three-fourths of the way full, meaning there would be plenty of light. 
 
    Eventually, the giant got off the rock he was sitting on and sprawled out on the ground. 
 
    It wasn’t long after this that he was snoring, Danzen ready to make his move. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen slipped down the rock face, descending as if there were a sleeping baby just a few feet away.  
 
    He was completely silent in his climb, his satchel up on the ledge he’d just come from to limit the amount of baggage on his body, to prevent any additional sounds. 
 
    He could hear the giant snoring, and had to pause once the enormous yokai moved onto his other side, snorting a glob of snot onto the ground in the process. 
 
    While it had been strong where he’d hidden the last couple hours, the stench closer to the giant was overwhelming. 
 
    There had been a time, many years ago, that Danzen had taken out one of his marks when the woman was on her way to the outhouse. To do so, he had to hide behind the wooden structure for half a day. 
 
    This was much worse than that.  
 
    Alternating between breathing out of his mouth and his nostrils, Danzen lowered to the ground, quietly withdrawing Astra. 
 
    All he needed was some hair. 
 
    He could see it now, the daidarabotchi’s matted locks glistening in the moonlight, the yokai’s back to him, most of the giant’s body covered in grime. 
 
    Danzen traced his eyes across the ground, making sure that there was nothing in his way. Aside from a scattered bone and a pile of feces, his pathway was clear. 
 
    Still crouching, his sword now with the blade pointing behind him, Danzen crept toward the giant. 
 
    The towering yokai grunted and flipped onto its back, Danzen pausing in place as his heart slowly started to climb into his throat. He took a deep breath in through his nostrils, ignoring the stench, pushing his heart back down.  
 
    Danzen had just cleared the pile of dung when the daidarabotchi turned his head toward him, his eyes opening, his pupils a pale white.  
 
    The giant sat up, the ground shaking, Danzen quickly moving aside. He swept his hand in Danzen’s direction, letting out a low grunt as he pressed himself to his feet. 
 
    Danzen froze before the front of the giant, trying to silence his breath. 
 
    Seemingly oblivious to the former assassin, the daidarabotchi lifted its chin into the air, his nostrils flaring open.  
 
    He stuck a finger into his ear and returned with a clump of earwax, which he flicked to the ground.  
 
    To test this theory, Danzen slowly bent forward and grabbed a bone from some unknown animal and threw the bone to his left.  
 
    The giant came alive as he threw himself toward the sound, the towering man faceplanting into a pile of his own excrement. 
 
    Danzen nodded as he came to understand that the daidarabotchi couldn’t see him. 
 
    With this in mind, he slowly bent toward another bone, which dislodged a rib. The giant peered up from his pile of shit, glaring over at Danzen. 
 
    The daidarabotchi lunged for the former assassin, Danzen barely able to get out of the way in time.  
 
    He stepped into the air and pressed his foot off the giant’s wrist, the enormous yokai coming back around with his other hand, nearly catching him.  
 
    Danzen loosed Astra, the blade whistling in the air as it made a beeline toward the giant’s forehead. 
 
    Fwwick! 
 
    Astra wasn’t sharp enough to penetrate his skull, which meant Danzen’s blade stuck in the yokai’s forehead, the giant roaring in anger as blood started to trickle down his face. 
 
    Much to his surprise, and also to his dismay, the giant never removed Danzen’s legendary sword from his skull. Normally, Astra would have returned on its own, but the blade was stuck deep enough that it wouldn’t budge. 
 
    The blind daidarabotchi tried to smash Danzen with his fists.  
 
    The giant struck the ground in a panicked frenzy as Danzen dodged each potential blow. 
 
    His timing impeccable, Danzen jumped into the air and landed on the giant’s arm, where he transitioned to his shoulder. Danzen hurtled his body forward and grabbed onto the giant’s ear, which he used to swing to the giant’s forehead with the hopes of withdrawing his blade. 
 
    The giant batted his hand in front of his face just in time, sending Danzen down. He hit the ground with a thud, his adrenal glands firing as he moved away just in time to avoid a desperate chop from the giant. 
 
    The daidarabotchi howled with displeasure, the blood trickling down from his forehead now making his way to the creature’s lips. 
 
    He roared again, his bloody saliva spritzing the air, the giant sucking in hysterical breaths. 
 
    Gathering his wits, and breathing heavily himself, Danzen waited just long enough for the giant to try to strike him again. 
 
    Once the giant’s massive gray arm came down, Danzen stepped to the side again and leaped into the air. He latched onto the giant’s arm again and traveled up, once again going for the same maneuver.  
 
    First the shoulder, then the ear for support, and then…  
 
    Danzen jumped in front of the giant’s face just as the giant was about to slap himself in his mad pursuit of the former assassin.  
 
    Rather than grab his sword, he dropped, his arm falling past the giant’s open mouth. Danzen gripped the giant’s lip and flung himself to the side, the giant slamming his open palm straight into his face. 
 
    The daidarabotchi staggered, let out a confused grumble, and fell backward. 
 
    There was blood on Danzen’s body, which was cause for concern until he realized that the blood belonged to the giant, that he had managed to force the daidarabotchi to slam his sword deeper into his skull, which had been the final blow. 
 
    Almost as if to confirm this, and still in a daze himself, Danzen looked down at his scabbard just as he heard the thwit sound associated with Astra returning to its home. 
 
    The blade was covered in blood well past the hilt, Danzen withdrawing it slowly and holding it just in case the giant stirred.  
 
    Danzen slowly approached the creature, whose head lay slack, his tongue lolling out of his mouth, his breath revolting. Sure enough, as if the giant had been shot with an arrow, there was a puncture wound that went all the way through the daidarabotchi’s skull and out the back of the giant’s head. 
 
    In slapping himself in the face, he had not only pushed Danzen’s sword all the way through his skull, but Astra had magically torn out of the back of the giant’s head to return to its scabbard. 
 
    With nothing to clean his blade on, Danzen went ahead and removed some of the creature’s filthy hair. He took a big fistful of it, not too keen on stuffing it in his bag due to the stench.  
 
    As he was cutting off the hair, the sound of the giant’s nostrils flaring open caught his attention.  
 
    He prepared himself to drive the blade in again, but the giant never moved. 
 
    It was his final breath. 
 
    A bloody sword in one hand, and a clump of the daidarabotchi’s hair in his other, Danzen made his way back up to the mountain pass, where he’d left his satchel. 
 
    He heard noises in the distance that he didn’t recognize, the call of some animal, perhaps a yokai. 
 
    He would need to find shelter soon, but first, he needed to clean off his blade and wash out the giant’s wretched hair. 
 
    Following the path heading west, Danzen eventually came to the mountain stream he had drunk from earlier. 
 
    He set the giant’s hair aside and he cleaned his blade, taking his porous scabbard off too, excess water rushing out of the holes in the side of the sheath. He then cleaned the giant’s hair as best as he could, using a rock to scrape away some of the grime and filth. 
 
    Once he was satisfied that this would work, Danzen began searching along the rock walls for a cave or indent large enough for him to shelter in. 
 
    Eventually, he found one, and once he was secure in the small, cozy space, his knees curled to his chest, his sword at the ready, Danzen finally relaxed. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen Ravja spotted the hermit’s cave.  
 
    He paused for a moment as he took in the sights, the sound of the water moving to his left, a hawk flying overhead looking for a meal, a floral scent wafting over to him. 
 
    As if he had sensed him, Dalan the hermit came out of his cave and waved Danzen up. 
 
    “I see you have the giant’s hair,” said the older man as he motioned for Danzen to place it down on a flat stone, the orange of his eyes accented by the daylight. 
 
    “I washed it.” 
 
    The hermit smirked. “You should have washed it twice. It reeks.” 
 
    Dalan made a little noise as he sifted through one of his drawers, eventually returning with a knife. He crouched and began chopping the hair as if it were celery, scooping it into a wooden bowl. 
 
    “You didn’t tell me the giant would be blind.” 
 
    “I told you they were inbred; I assumed that you would take necessary precautions.” He looked Danzen over, the hermit noticing that the former assassin’s robes were stained with blood. “Did you kill it?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Good riddance. As I said, I try to be peaceful with all the yokai I encounter, but that one in particular…” Dalan grunted with disdain. “Normally, I am a person that supports better integration between yokai and humans. But no, not in this case. The yokai in the mountains will rejoice tonight now that he’s gone.” 
 
    Dalan transferred the chopped hair into a small clay pot. After adding a scoop of water, he took it over to the fire. He brought the water to a boil and then went back to his cabinet of herbs, gathering a pinch of something from a tiny jar. He sprinkled this over the water, the air in the cave starting to smell of burning flesh with a hint of rosemary. 
 
    Danzen stepped out. 
 
    “Can’t handle the smell?” the hermit called over to him as he added more ingredients to the small pot. 
 
    Danzen didn’t answer.  
 
    Instead, he waited for the old man to finish making the medicine, which turned out to be an ointment that was thick and black, almost as if it were charcoal that had been mixed with a congealed jam. 
 
    “This will be enough,” Dalan said as he handed Danzen a clay jar with the top on it. “I’ve saved the rest of the hair. I’ll wash it out a few more times and store it, just in case any of the other children in the village catch it. I would invite you to stay the night, but I’m guessing you want to get back to the village.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “And you’re sure you don’t want to at least join me for a bite to eat?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Very well, then,” Dalan said with a firm nod. “In that case, I wish you the best of luck, Pilgrim. If you ever need a cure for what ails you, or what ails someone else more likely, you know where to find me. And good luck with your monastery.” 
 
    “Thanks,” said Danzen, turning back in the direction of the village. 
 
    He made his way down to the main mountain pass, through a series of sculpted bluffs, Danzen keeping to the side of a stream as he headed in a southwest direction. 
 
    As he walked, Danzen recalled the daidarabotchi, the fight that could have cost him his life before he could unleash his demons.  
 
    He would have to check the field diary later to check the Abbot's notes about the yokai again. He didn’t remember reading something about the species suffering from inbreeding, so he would need to add that part to it. 
 
    It was another two hours before he came to the prayer rock where he had been ambushed by Shunta. 
 
    Danzen stepped into the woods and found the body, which was bloated now. Shunta’s eyes had been eaten out, the young assassin’s cheeks and lips chewed away, the flesh on his arms now in strips. Something with a large claw had torn into his stomach, the stench of intestines sitting in the sun all day sending Danzen on his way. 
 
    Heading along the dirt road that ran adjacent to the Asura Forest, Danzen headed in the direction of Suja Village, the former assassin eventually returning his hood to his head, wanting to remain as anonymous as possible. 
 
    He passed his monastery and continued onward, eventually coming to the edge of the Third District, where he caught up with a man who was leading his cow, the two of them simply nodding at each other. 
 
    Danzen reached Sarnai’s home, which, as it had before, stood out due to its vibrant color and expert craftsmanship. 
 
    He knocked once, the portly young woman coming to the door, her cheeks red as ever. 
 
    “You… You’re filthy,” she said, taking in his robes with a gasp. 
 
    “Here,” said Danzen, handing her the ointment. 
 
    “You got it?” Tears started to form in the corners of her eyes. “I can’t believe that you were able to get it! Thank you, thank you so very much. I’m sorry for calling you filthy. Please, leave your robes here and I’ll wash them. You can wear some of Khamdo’s for now. He’ll be home in an hour or so.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about the robes; I can clean them.” 
 
    Sarnai removed the lid from the ointment, her face recoiling a bit. “What’s in this?” she asked. “I don’t remember it smelling so bad.” 
 
    “You don’t want to know.” 
 
    “Was it dangerous?” When Danzen didn’t answer, Sarnai continued. “In that case,” she said, clearing her throat, “my husband will be at the monastery first thing in the morning. He usually has free time in the mornings, and I’ve already told him that as soon as you bring back the ointment that he would be helping you fix the place up. Once Leegan is better, I may join him as well.” 
 
    Danzen began to lift his hand as if to say that this wasn’t necessary, but Sarnai cut him off. 
 
    “Nonsense, we are neighbors now. And that monastery used to play an important part in our lives here, something people should remember. I won’t take ‘no’ for an answer, Pilgrim. Khamdo will be there tomorrow. Now get some rest, and if you would like, send your dirty robes with him and I will wash them for you.” 
 
    “That’s not necessary.” 
 
    “The offer stands, now, one final thing: are you hungry?” asked Sarnai. 
 
    Danzen wanted to say no, but he found himself nodding instead.  
 
    “Good. I’ll whip you up something after I apply the ointment. I can’t thank you enough, Pilgrim, you are an answer to my prayers,” she gushed. “Sorry, Sunyata’s blessings all around. I will say that, however. Please,” Sarnai said as she ran one of her hands against her apron, “take a seat. It will only take me a minute.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Three 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen Ravja’s sleep was disturbed for yet another night, the sound of something moving outside the monastery causing him to go for his weapon. 
 
    He stepped out and looked around.  
 
    The former assassin didn’t see anything aside from the crystal-clear night sky, a green hue running across portions of the horizon. The occasional howl in the distance met his ears coupled with the sound of the wind rustling through the weeds that had already sprouted, spring closer than it had ever been. 
 
    He returned to the inside of his monastery. 
 
    It was hard to get back to sleep, Danzen thinking of starting a fire up front and looking through his field diary yet again.  
 
    The more he looked through it, the more intriguing it became, Danzen noticing that there were plenty of pages left at the back for him to add his notes. 
 
    And perhaps he would. 
 
    Perhaps the rest of his life would be spent here in Genshin Valley, performing odd jobs for people in Suja Village, encountering yokai, and cataloging them. 
 
    Eventually, he lay back down and stared up at the ceiling, not quite able to make out what was left of the frescoes that had been painted across its surface. The monastery was clearly old, much older than the Abbot who’d previously lived here, the building made of heavy stones that spoke of the time when masonry was perhaps enhanced by one’s echo, a time when heaven still existed. 
 
    It happened long before Danzen was born. 
 
    Sunyata had fallen, stripping the world of his heaven, leaving only hell, Diyu.  
 
    For generations, everyone had existed in a world without a benevolent afterlife, and what was left of heaven could be found in the remnants that people collected, which they put into talismans or ingested. 
 
    A remnant was as close as people like Norwin Dawa would get to heaven, regardless of their worldly deeds. 
 
    This was one reason why Danzen had never bothered bending his echo.  
 
    For one, he already had strength unlike any man he met, at least a man that hadn’t enhanced his power in some way. Danzen didn’t feel bending his echo was beneath him or anything, but trying to cultivate an inner power stemming from a heaven that had fallen bothered him in ways that he couldn’t quite explain. 
 
    There was something inauthentic about it, and he knew that this wasn’t justifiable; he had met people and even fought some of them, who had given him proof of the power they were able to cultivate in bending their echo, with or without a remnant of Sunyata to enhance them. 
 
    It wasn’t the power he questioned, nor was it the struggle to obtain it or what one could do if they put in the time to cultivate their echo. 
 
    It was more existential for Danzen; there was a part of him that felt guilty for the fall of heaven even if it happened long before he’d been born, even if he had nothing to do with it. 
 
    He recalled his former teacher, Biren Yeshe, telling him that he would change his ways when he was an old man, that suddenly Danzen would try to do everything he could to prolong his life through spiritual practice. 
 
    But Biren was also a realist, and he also told Danzen the futility in this action, that it would never be enough. Even if he’d started cultivating a year before he was born, it would never be enough.  Danzen would never be able to bend it enough to prevent death. He could grow stronger by doing so, but that was about it. 
 
    And Danzen felt he was already strong. 
 
    He was finally able to drift off for a few hours, the former assassin once again awoken by a sound outside.  
 
    He sat up silently, his hand already going for Astra. 
 
    “Pilgrim?” a voice called from outside of his monastery. 
 
    He came to the open front door cautiously, where he found a rather large man standing there with a wooden toolbox, Danzen noticing a donkey with the cart just off the entrance. 
 
    The man had a muscled gut, his forearms thick and his hands big. There was a scar across his forehead and his hair was cut short, his shoulders broad. He was in a simple gray shirt that had a few buttons near the collar, his slacks with additional pockets sewn into the sides. 
 
    “She said that you were a quiet one,” he told Danzen, not yet taking a step forward. 
 
    “Khamdo?” 
 
    The man smiled. “The one and only. Actually, I think there’s someone who has the same name as me in Chutham, at least that’s what Temur told me. Anyway…” He cleared his throat. “You mind if I come and see what we're working with?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. “How about I lead your donkey over here while you take a look around?” 
 
    “Sure, saves me the trip.” 
 
    Danzen led the donkey over to the monastery, stopping it near one of the statues outside the front door. Unlike many of the town people he met, the beast of burden was entirely apathetic in regards to Danzen, not at all bothered or surprised by his presence. 
 
    “It’s not as bad as it looks, but it’s not great,” said Khamdo as he stepped out of the monastery, the carpenter cracking his knuckles. “And I didn’t check the rooms in the back there. They’re still partially blocked off.” 
 
    “I’ve been meaning to get to that,” said Danzen. 
 
    “I can help you get to it, and I have a buddy that might be around every now and then who can help out too. I mentioned him earlier, Temur. Anyway, I think we should start today by patching up some of the leaky spots. You’re getting leaks, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “We can start there. You did something for my wife and me that I can never repay you for,” the big man said, turning to him. “So as long as you can fund the supplies, we’ll get this place up and running.” 
 
    “I’m not planning for it to be a monastery again,” Danzen told him. “At least in terms of services.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” Khamdo told him, waving away his concern. “Not many people would come up anyway. The people that visit these kinds of places are few and far between, and the most religious ones are the hermits, and none of them live in the village. I’m surprised my wife came, to be honest. If Sarnai had told me she was coming up here, I would have told her not to. Praying to Sunyata isn’t going to help anyone do anything. It certainly didn’t help cure Leegan. What helped Leegan was your trip to the hermit.” 
 
    Danzen grunted a response.  
 
    He also didn’t believe praying to Sunyata would help, yet if Sarnai hadn’t come to the monastery, she would have never met Danzen, who would have never traveled to the hermit. 
 
    So it could also be argued that praying did help save her baby. 
 
    But Danzen wouldn’t be one to make that argument. He rarely pressed others to step outside their comfort zones when it came to self-analysis. 
 
    “I’ll help you in whatever way I can,” Danzen assured the carpenter. 
 
    “After we fix some of the leaks, the first thing you’re going to need is a door,” said Khamdo. “I think we can get that fixed up today too.” 
 
    “I have some kip. If you write down what we need, I can get all of the pieces from town.” 
 
    The carpenter nodded. “Will do. Like I said, I’m not going to take any payment from you, but if I need assistance, and I’m talking about assistance other than you, that person will probably have to be paid. If it’s my wife, of course, no payment will be necessary. But anyone else, you’ll have to be responsible for that.” 
 
    “That can be arranged,” Danzen said. “I’m sure that there are more jobs in this valley than I can possibly take.” 
 
    “Odd jobs and yokai-type jobs, huh?” 
 
    Danzen nodded.  
 
    Khamdo grinned at the former assassin. “You’re damn right about that, and the kinds of jobs I think you may be looking for aren’t the kinds of jobs people normally do, so expect an abundance. When it rains, it pours. Speaking of which, what’s most important here is that we have this place fixed as best we can before the monsoon season starts. You don’t want a bunch of water in the monastery, believe me. Anyway, we’re wasting daylight. Let’s get started, and then I’ll get that list together.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It was evening by the time Danzen finished up at Chuki’s lumberyard in the First District, placing his second order in the last several hours. 
 
    Much of his day had been spent working with Khamdo on the monastery, the two able to get the roof temporarily patched and a door on the place. Now that he had met Chuki again, additional lumber would be delivered tomorrow as well as a bunch of other supplies that Khamdo had told him to purchase. 
 
    Chuki had been a relatively mild-mannered guy, an honest look on his face, his skin brown from being in the sun all day, a large wood flint constantly in his mouth which he chewed on as they worked out the details. 
 
    Danzen wasn’t quite down to his last kip by the time he left the lumberyard for the second time that day, but he was closer to being broke than he had been just a day ago. 
 
    As he made his way through the First District, on his way to the village’s Third District, Danzen didn’t worry about coming across more money. 
 
    What Khamdo had said made sense: he would be able to serve a unique market in Genshin Valley through odd jobs. He would want to maintain a low profile as always, the nickname that they had given him likely aiding in his anonymity. 
 
    Or at least he hoped. 
 
    Feeling a grumble in his stomach, Danzen decided to stop by the Third District’s watering hole, Suja Raksi Hall.  
 
    There were three horses tied up in front, Danzen recalling how he’d first met Shedrup out front and the journey that it sparked. He wondered at that moment where Elder Sonders was keeping him, and if the surprisingly powerful town drunk would ever recover from his addiction. 
 
    Stepping into the tavern, Danzen went to the back corner where he liked to sit, ignoring the chatter at the front of the room. He pressed his hood back, Zorya the barmaid making her way over to him. 
 
    “The usual?” she asked. 
 
    He paused, tilting his head as he looked at her. 
 
    “Stew and ale. That’s what you like, right?” Zorya wiped her hands on her apron and smiled at him. “Right?” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Danzen finally said, watching her move away, his eyes once again dropping to her old leather shoes and their new soles. At some point, he would need to get his boots resoled. When he did, he’d ask Zorya where she had hers done as the craftsmanship looked sound. 
 
    It wasn’t difficult for Danzen to keep to himself, the former assassin slowly enjoying his stew and a hard roll that came with it, never drinking much from his ale. 
 
    At some point he felt like he didn’t even exist in the room, simply a shade in the corner soaking it all in. 
 
    At about the time he finished his stew, three men moved from the bar to a table close enough for Danzen to hear their conversation. The largest of the three was drunk, which was why they had moved away from the bar, the other two chiding him. 
 
    “Harsha, you fool,” said the man with long white hair in a bun. “Keep your damn voice down.” 
 
    Danzen felt like he’d seen the man before, but he couldn’t quite place him. Since the man was sitting with his back to Danzen, he wasn’t able to get a clear view of his face. He listened in to their conversation as he sipped from his ale: 
 
    “…Then pay for a couple hours of pillowing at the nearest pleasure house, and let me get this out of my system…” Harsha slammed his flagon of ale onto the table. “We’ll get that goddamn chicken tomorrow!” 
 
     The third man chewed on his lip for a moment before speaking. “I could have killed the chicken, if you hadn’t gotten in the way…” 
 
    Harsha snorted. “In the way? What else are you supposed to do when you see a big bolt of fire coming at you? Where’s the barmaid? Hey!” he shouted to Zorya, waving his empty mug at her. 
 
    A tight smile came across Zorya’s face as she nodded at him. 
 
    “Don’t nod at me, bring me another goddamn ale,” he said under his breath. 
 
    “Harsha, this is your last warning,” said the man with white hair, seated with his back to Danzen. “I agreed to take you on as a favor to your…” 
 
    “I don’t give two shits what my father said. And another thing…” 
 
    Zorya stopped by the table and placed the ale in front of Harsha, taking the empty mug before slipping away. 
 
    “Ah! That’s what I was looking for,” said Harsha, the bumbling man losing his train of thought as he went for the drink. 
 
    “We’ll go after it tomorrow night,” said the second man firmly. “I can’t believe that… No, I won’t admit it. I will maintain that it was you who blundered our attempt,” he scolded Harsha. 
 
    “I agree with Osul,” said the white-haired fellow before Harsha could respond, “we will make another attempt tomorrow, and this time we will get what we came for, even if we have to kill the boys.” 
 
    Harsha lowered his mug from his lips. “Let’s kill those boys. They’re nothing but a bunch of village idiots anyway.” 
 
    The white-haired man nodded. “Agreed. If they get in the way, we will have to act. No one will miss them. This is a forgotten village on the edge of the world. It is nothing like the West, nothing like Sainshand, Odval, or even Tudan, and that’s just an outpost. Only a lunatic would want to live this far away from civilization. We’ll be in Chutham by the time anyone notices the chicken is gone. We’ll get paid, leave you with your father,” the white-haired man told Harsha in a thin voice, his attention shifting to the man named Osul, “and try another podunk valley, perhaps up north, near Balhingar. He’s not here.” 
 
    The way the man said this last sentence caused Danzen to sink just a bit further under his robes.  
 
    He slowly brought his hood over his head, the former assassin edging away ever so slightly. If they stood to leave, and happened to look over at him, they would see a hooded man clutching a flagon of ale, a common sight in a tavern pretty much anywhere. 
 
    “Agreed,” said Osul, “I don’t think he’s here either. Why would anyone come here?” 
 
    “You two are always talking about this guy, this he,” Harsha said, suddenly annoyed. The big man took a belligerent gulp from his ale. “Who the hell is this guy, Nayaga?” 
 
    Danzen slowly lowered his flagon and placed his hand on the pommel of his weapon. He relaxed his grip, remembering yet again that he didn’t want to bring attention to himself. 
 
    No, he needed to blend in, and if he was sitting behind them gripping the hilt of his sword, he would be a dead giveaway, especially for an assassin like Nayaga. 
 
    They had only met once, over fifteen years ago, the assassin’s hair short and brown at the time. But seeing him now, even from behind, Danzen recognized his body, his broad shoulders built through years of flinging arrows from far-away distances. 
 
    He was a sniper, not the best that the Diyu Brotherhood had raised over the years, but a very competent one, which made him wonder how he ended up teaming with these two. Harsha must have been a deal that Nayaga reluctantly accepted as a tagalong to make a little extra kip. The man named Osul was a mystery then; it was impossible at this point to tell if he had gone through one of the Brotherhood’s schools, assassins never wearing any identifying markers. 
 
    “It doesn’t concern you who I’m talking about,” Nayaga snapped at Harsha. “Our focus, for now, anyway, is getting that damn chicken. That’s for your father. Then you and I part ways.” 
 
    “I don’t know what my father wants with that thing anyway,” Harsha snorted. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what he wants with it. He paid good kip for it, and asked that we show you how it’s done. All you should take away from this is how it’s done, nothing more.” 
 
    “I’ve got other interests,” the big man said, finishing his ale. Zorya was at his side in a matter of moments this time with a refill. 
 
    “Last one for him,” Nayaga told the barmaid. 
 
    “Hey…” 
 
    “Enough, Harsha,” said Osul, his eyes clenched shut as he summoned the will to deal with the man. “So tomorrow night it is. And if those boys are out…” 
 
    Nayaga nodded. “The terrors. They’re almost worse than the chicken.” 
 
    The three eventually left, none of them noticing that Danzen had been sitting right behind their table the entire time. Zorya came to collect payment for the stew and the ale, Danzen stopping her before she glided away. 
 
    “Wait.” 
 
    “Yes?” Zorya asked, turning back to him, the look on her face telling Danzen that she was a bit startled by the way he’d said this.  
 
    “Did you know those three men?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, and I’m glad they’re gone. The big one was threatening people at the bar, the other two looked like a real pair of killers. Why?” 
 
    “Do you know a family around here that has three boys and a chicken?” 
 
    Zorya started to chuckle, dimples appearing on her face. “That’s an unusual question.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    “Most of the families around here have a chicken, there’s nothing unique about that. Three boys? That would be the Yeren family and the Jungney family. That’s all I can think of. Maybe there’s another.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Anything else?” she asked, her voice slightly tinged with curiosity. 
 
    Amra the bartender called Zorya’s name and she waved her hand over her shoulder, indicating she needed another moment. 
 
    “No,” Danzen said, turning to the exit. “I’ll see you around.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Just as Chuki had promised, the supplies arrived early in the morning, carted by a pair of donkeys led by two younger men who quickly unloaded the materials. 
 
    They didn’t say much, but they did offer Danzen some of their breakfast, which consisted of dried meat and bread. 
 
    As the two men left, his thoughts returned to what he had heard in the tavern the previous night. Why were the assassins—or at least two of them were assassins and one of them was a tagalong—talking about a chicken? 
 
    And aside from that part, there was the short conversation between the assassin Nayaga and the man known as Osul, which Danzen was quite certain was about him. 
 
    Word couldn’t have spread of what had happened to Shunta, and word certainly couldn’t have reached the west that he’d been killed.  
 
    And how would anyone have known anyway? 
 
    The next person to approach Danzen’s monastery was Khamdo the carpenter, who brought his pack mule again, supplies heaped over the creature’s back. 
 
    “Morning,” he called out to Danzen, who made his way down to greet the carpenter. 
 
    They walked to the front of the monastery together, the donkey’s ears flickering, as if it sensed something. It stopped about fifteen feet away from the door, not going any further. 
 
    “Stubborn thing,” said Khamdo as he started removing a few of the supplies he brought. “He seemed to have no problem coming this close to the monastery yesterday.” 
 
    “I bought everything that you said,” Danzen told him. “Was there something else I needed to get?” 
 
    “This is just some stuff I had lying around.” Khamdo gestured toward the things he’d brought. “Sarnai wanted me to get it out of the shed we had in our backyard anyway. I figured we could use it around here.” 
 
    “What do I owe you?” 
 
    “Nothing, like I said before. But once we start rebuilding that roof, we’re going to have to get another guy, someone who knows what he’s doing. Temur should be able to help.” 
 
    “I will get money before then.” 
 
    “I’m sure you will.” Khamdo slipped his hand into a leather bag and retrieved two fresh meat pies that had been wrapped in a clean cloth. “The wife made these for you.” 
 
    “She didn’t have to,” Danzen said as he took the meat pies from him. “The men who brought the supplies from the lumberyard actually gave me some of their food as well.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Khamdo said after chewing on his lip for a moment. “I know the rest of our world can be different, but here in Suja Village, people look out for one another. No matter what district they’re from.” 
 
    Danzen kept the meat pies wrapped and placed them inside, away from the area that they were going to be working on. 
 
    After the supplies were unloaded, the two patched up a hole in the wall on the right side of the monastery. Once it was sealed up, Danzen noticed how much quieter it was inside the space. There were still other holes, but the wind had a way of whistling through the one they’d just repaired. 
 
    “Since we're both here, I figure we would tackle that backroom and see what’s there.” Khamdo filled a metal cup with water that Danzen had boiled earlier. “How’s the door holding up, by the way?” 
 
    “No complaints,” said Danzen. 
 
    The carpenter checked the front door, opening and shutting it. He looked up at the ceiling and seemed to make a mental note to check something later before returning to Danzen. 
 
    “I’m sure there’s room back there for a bed. There may already be one, but I don’t know what condition it will be in. Beds are pretty easy to come by though. The frame can be a little difficult, but I know a guy.” 
 
    “I’m fine where I am,” said Danzen. 
 
    The carpenter chuckled. “You aren’t going to want to sleep on the floor of this monastery forever, Pilgrim. I can tell that you like the appeal of living such a hard life, but let me be the one to let you in on a little secret: there’s nothing like sleeping on a real bed, a comfortable one. Plus it gets real cold here during the winter. If you’re going to be crisscrossing the valley dealing with yokai, you’re going to want to get a good night’s rest.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
     The two men turned to the hallway at the back of the monastery. Danzen had only removed the items from the front of the hallway, not working his way to the back. After getting a few of the pieces loose, they managed to remove more of the items that had been stuffed into the space. 
 
    Everything went, from chairs to cabinets, a couple wooden statues that had rotted out, and more religious items. The two dragged the stuff to the burn pile that Danzen had started the other day in front of the monastery. Figuring it would be better to burn it now, when the flame wouldn’t be so bright, Danzen went ahead and lit it up, a whoosh reaching his ears as a plume of fire lifted into the sky. 
 
    “Something was in there,” said Khamdo, the reflection of the fire dancing across his dark pupils. “Probably some oil on one of those cabinets.” 
 
    As they continued to clear, it became increasingly obvious that there were two rooms at the back of the monastery.  
 
    One was a bedroom, as Khamdo had predicted, and the other turned out to be a kitchen that was going to take a lot of work. The plants had grown in from the window, spiderwebs and clingy vines making it difficult to remove more of the junk. 
 
    Khamdo wiped his brow. “The basin and the countertop will need to be replaced. But like I said earlier, I know a guy. It looks like the stove will be fine, it just needs to be cleaned. And at least the pipes that are hooked to it can actually warm the place.”  
 
    “How so?” 
 
    Khamdo pointed to the way that the pipes moved through the ceiling, one operating as a chimney, the other turning downward with a valve six inches or so off the ground. He crouched next to it. “What we need to do is hook a pipe up here, and then check the line that runs beneath the floorboards. That’ll keep the place warm during the winter. We don’t have to do that today; for now, we can just put a stopper in. But it’s definitely something to consider. Otherwise, you’re going to be sleeping here in the kitchen once harvest season ends. It gets cold up here, Pilgrim. Damn cold.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. “I have a strange question for you.” 
 
    “Yeah? What’s that?” Khamdo asked, squinting now as he looked at the former assassin. 
 
    “Is there a family that lives in the Third District that has three boys and a chicken?” 
 
    Khamdo paused. “Where did you hear about that?” 
 
    “There were some men speaking about them last night in the tavern, about three boys and a chicken. I happen to know one of the men and what he is capable of. I believe that these boys, and whoever lives with them, may be in danger. I don’t really care about the chicken, it was just something they were mentioning. I figured I’d ask you about it.” 
 
    “I guess there’s no point in beating around it. You may not believe this, but Erdene, Toli, and Ban got hold of a chicken that breathes fire.” 
 
    “A what? And who are they exactly?” 
 
    “They are Temur’s kids, the man who’s going to eventually help me with your roof. The chicken is probably a yokai, but I don’t know the old name for it. Anyway, if you heard some men talking about three boys and a chicken in the Third District, they’re probably talking about that damn chicken, and they are definitely talking about those three boys. They’re good boys, but they can be a little trouble. Their mom, Maral, has worn all the switches out in the house, if you get my drift.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “But if you think something’s going to happen soon…” Khamdo cleared his throat. He stood, and dusted off his hands. 
 
    “Should we go now?” 
 
    The carpenter nodded. “Let’s lock up here. And I’m glad you mentioned something about it. Maral is at her wit’s end when it comes to that chicken.” 
 
    “And you said it breathes fire?” 
 
    Khamdo nodded. “That’s what Temur told me.” 
 
    Danzen was turning to the exit when he heard movement across the hall. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” he asked Khamdo, the former assassin pausing, wishing Astra was at his side. 
 
    “I did…” The carpenter swallowed hard. “It didn’t seem like it was too deep into the next room. It’s probably just a rabbit or something. We’d better check though; if it’s a nest of rats or something, we’ll need to grab some poison in the village as well.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    They removed the debris, the two men stopping in front of an urn with intricate carvings on the outside of the piece, the urn trembling slightly. 
 
    “There’s no light in here,” said Khamdo as he picked it up. “How could it be warm?” 
 
    The urn shook, causing Khamdo to drop it. 
 
    As soon as it hit the ground, a puff of mist filled the air, the mist quickly forming into a small man with red skin, a single horn jutting out the top of his head. 
 
    Khamdo started to fall backward, Danzen grabbing the carpenter just in time. He dragged him into the other part of the monastery, where his sword rested on one of his robes. 
 
    “Stay back,” he said, stepping before Khamdo.  
 
    The red-skinned creature lunged for Danzen, screeching as it connected with him. The creature scrambled on top of the former assassin, revealing a set of razor-sharp teeth, and a long tongue, black with boils on it. 
 
    Danzen managed to buck the demonic being off, finally able to grab his famed blade from the ground. He cracked the creature in the face with Astra still in its scabbard, which sent the monster stumbling back a few steps.  
 
    He withdrew his blade and loosed it. 
 
    The demonic being batted his first strike away with its claws, roaring in delight as the blade flew off to the side. 
 
    Danzen’s blade returned to his hand and he loosed it again, the creature still able to swat it away. Rushing forward, Danzen threw his leg out and swept the creature off its feet. 
 
    His assailant hit the floor of the monastery and bounced back up, launching into the air. 
 
    Danzen jumped forward as well, his preternatural speed coming to him as he moved in with his blade. 
 
    His strike didn’t connect, the creature ducking just in time and delivering a shoulder that took Danzen to the ground, his opponent scrambling on top of him yet again. 
 
    Its nostrils flared open, its catlike eyes squeezing into tight slivers as it hissed. “You’re… You’re not hu—” 
 
    Whack! 
 
    The demon flew to the side as Khamdo rumbled past both of them, a mallet in his hands. 
 
    The carpenter tripped on his own feet.  
 
    Before he could stand, Danzen grabbed the demonic being by its long black hair and dragged it outside of the monastery. 
 
    Astra back in his hand, he quickly cut the creature’s head off, no remorse whatsoever as he let the body fall. 
 
    Danzen stood there for a moment, holding the being’s head, trying to process what had happened, adrenaline still surging through him, his limbs tingling. 
 
    He relaxed his shoulders, and with a deep breath out, he took the severed head over to the burn pile.  
 
    Danzen tossed the head in and returned for the body, the former assassin going through the motions of disposing of a body until Khamdo came out of the monastery. The carpenter gasped as he saw how quickly Danzen had killed the creature, almost as if it were second nature. 
 
    Danzen lifted the body and tossed it onto the burn pile, the flame growing higher. 
 
     He looked up, and from there to a few of the trees down at the bottom of the hill, noticing the direction in which the wind was blowing, happy to see that it was blowing away from the monastery. He also saw that Khamdo’s donkey had run off, the beast of burden at the bottom of the hill now. 
 
    The former assassin crouched and wiped his blade on the grass.  
 
    He walked past the carpenter, and stepped inside to grab the rag he used to clean Astra. Once his blade was clean, he returned the famed blade to its scabbard. 
 
    “What… What are you?” Khamdo asked Danzen, the carpenter now standing beneath the doorframe, his mouth agape. 
 
    “It would have killed us.” 
 
    “A yokai.” 
 
    “Something like that. Or a demon.” 
 
    “We aren’t too far from Diyu, just mountains between here and there. It could be possible.” Khamdo gathered his wits, ignoring the crackle of the fire. “Let’s bring all the supplies inside for now.” The carpenter gestured to the stack of items sitting near the lion statues at the door of the monastery. “We can head to town after that. I…” 
 
    Danzen waited for him to speak. 
 
    “I’ve never seen anyone move that quickly before. Thanks for taking care of it, the demon yokai.” 
 
    “I should be the one thanking you,” Danzen said, offering him a rare smile. “You're efficient with that mallet of yours.” 
 
    Khamdo tried to hide how proud this statement made him feel by looking away. “Yeah? It was sort of instinctual, if that makes sense.” 
 
    “So is what I did.” 
 
    “And your sword…” 
 
    “My sword,” Danzen said in a way that indicated he wasn’t interested in discussing the weapon. 
 
    “Right. Just so you know, I’ll keep what happened here today between us. I don’t want people getting spooked about this place or… You know what I mean. Whew,” the carpenter said, shaking his hands out. “That was wild. That was really wild.”


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen was silent as the two men walked to Suja Village, his thoughts on the demonic yokai he had encountered. He could have sworn that it said he wasn’t human, which was cause for concern, something he’d heard before as recently as his last encounter with Norwin Dawa. 
 
    The day was starting to warm up, the occasional bird passing overhead, the sounds and smells of the village coming to him as they grew closer. There was dust in the air from a few of the carts and the abundance of people passing through the main thoroughfare. A few people waved at the carpenter, Khamdo politely passing all of them until he saw Elder Sonders. 
 
    “I was meaning to go around and introduce you to people,” said the Elder, who was with another man that dressed in a similar fashion, a copper badge telling Danzen that he was some kind of government official. “Are you working on the monastery?” he asked the former assassin as he tapped his cane against the ground. “Because if so, you have found the perfect man for the job.” 
 
    “He did my family a great service,” the carpenter started to say, bowing his head a little. 
 
    “Did he, now? And what favor was that?” 
 
    Khamdo clued Elder Sonders in on what Danzen had done. Of course, he didn’t know all the details, like the fact that Danzen had killed a daidarabotchi, a yokai giant. 
 
    But it was better this way. 
 
    If word got out that a giant slayer had shown up to town, it would bring unwanted scrutiny, the kind of scrutiny Danzen hoped to avoid. 
 
    He would continue to keep what he had to do to accomplish his tasks secret, Danzen preferring anonymity, especially with how quickly legends traveled. 
 
    While he was now used to people calling him Pilgrim, part of him didn’t like the name because of the questions it raised. 
 
    Who was this Pilgrim? Why had he just shown up? Could he really do something about a meddling yokai? 
 
    All were questions he hoped to avoid. 
 
    “He’s quite the man,” the Elder said, beaming a smile over to Danzen. “And I’m glad he’s decided to call our little neck of the world home. Let me know when the monastery is finished. I’d love to come up there and take a look. Perhaps we could have it…” 
 
    “No celebration,” Danzen said. 
 
    “I see. Well, I suppose we can talk about that later,” said Elder Sonders, returning to his guest. “Now… Where were we?” 
 
    Once they were gone, Danzen and the carpenter passed the general store run by Mansukh, his teenage daughter out front. 
 
    “Hey, Khamdo,” she said as she stacked bags of grain. 
 
    She looked up to the two of them, the sun revealing the freckles across the bridge of her nose, adding a glimmer to the strips of blonde in her hair. 
 
    “Yeni,” Khamdo said with a wave.  
 
    Yeni blushed as soon as her eyes locked on Danzen’s. 
 
    They turned the corner before she could say anything else, and made their way to the back of the district, where the homes were located. 
 
    “I have to drop the donkey off first,” Khamdo explained to Danzen. “Sarnai doesn’t like me dragging him all around town.” 
 
    They reached the well-cared-for home, the carpenter’s wife almost sensing that her husband was home. 
 
    She came to the door with baby Leegan. 
 
    “Pilgrim,” she said, a look of surprise painting across her face. “I thought you two would still be working on the monastery.” 
 
    “We decided to call it a day. There are some other things he needs to do in the village,” her husband said, not going into detail.  
 
    As he dealt with the donkey, Sarnai brought her baby over to Danzen. 
 
    “See?” She gingerly turned the baby around to show him her back. “The spots are all gone.” 
 
    “Quick.” 
 
    “Yes, Dalan sure knows his stuff. He may be a hermit, and I know there are some people around here who think hermits just live off others’ misfortunes, that their cure is often worse than the disease. But not Dalan. I just wish he’d move closer to the village. He’s getting older, you know.” 
 
    “Are you going on about Dalan again?” Khamdo asked his wife as he returned to Danzen. 
 
    “I just worry about him out there. He must be over seventy-five. And to imagine him living in a cave all by himself… Who knows what’s out there? He won’t talk about it, but I know he has seen some things. There are plenty of people that would put him up here in the village. We would have enough space if we built out the left side of the house.” 
 
    “We’re not building on the house this year,” Khamdo said. “We’ve already discussed this.” 
 
    The baby started to cry, Sarnai turning her attention to her. “I think she’s hungry,” she said as she made her way back into the house. 
 
    “She’s not the only one,” said her husband. 
 
    “Ha! I figured you would be hungry,” Sarnai said, looking at him with loving eyes. “What about you, Pilgrim?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Nonsense. Whatever you have to do can wait. The two of you need to eat. I still have some of the meat from earlier.” 
 
    “Really, it’s fine,” Danzen started to say. 
 
    But he could tell by the way that the aproned woman was looking at him that no wasn’t going to be an answer. 
 
    “It will only take a minute,” Khamdo said under his breath. “She’s the fastest cook in the valley, and I’m one of the fastest eaters.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    After their meal, Khamdo and Danzen bid farewell to Sarnai and moved to a rather large home, easily three times the size of the carpenter’s place. There were items scattered out front, the place in need of a new paint job, a weary look about the home that Danzen sensed came coupled with raising three wild boys. 
 
    “Well, this is it,” Khamdo said, scratching the back of his head as he looked up at the place.  
 
    His belly was a bit distended now, the carpenter having stuffed himself at the behest of his wife. He had yawned a few times on the way over, the man clearly ready to enjoy an afternoon nap. 
 
    Danzen had his hood over his head now, just in case Nayaga happened to be watching the place from some unknown location. His hand was never far from the hilt of his famed blade. The former assassin knew that if Nayaga struck, and his arrow didn’t kill him, he wouldn’t have long to act. 
 
    “The sooner we get inside, the better,” Danzen said, which were the first words he’d spoken since leaving Khamdo’s home.  
 
    The carpenter nodded, sensing his urgency. The two made their way up the steps that led to the front door, swords crafted out of wood, fake shields, and a slew of other toys tossed about the front porch. 
 
    Khamdo knocked, and it wasn’t long before they heard a pair of feet coming in their direction. 
 
    A young boy opened the door. The boy had slick black hair and an upturned nose, a curious look on his face as he took in the two men. 
 
    “Ban, I need to speak to your mother,” said Khamdo. 
 
    The shirtless boy nodded, leaving the door wide open as he took off running. 
 
    Khamdo and Danzen stepped into the house, staying in the foyer. 
 
    Eventually, a woman in an apron came out of a side room, her hair a mess, her cheeks a bit flushed. 
 
    “Maral,” said Khamdo, nodding at her. 
 
    Something about Maral told Danzen that she was younger than she looked, the woman with prematurely gray hair and an elegant long neck and wide hips, crow’s feet taking shape over her cheeks as she smiled impatiently at them. 
 
    “Yes?” She heard some noise upstairs and looked up, waiting for the sound to settle before yelling, “Erdene, you leave your brother alone. Toli, get down here now!” 
 
    “Ma, I want to go out,” said Ban, her youngest, who was now at her side and tugging at her apron. 
 
    “You’ve already been out for the day. Go back to the kitchen, and do what I told you to do.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    Another boy came running down the stairs, this one a bit pudgy, his short brown hair a mess behind his ears. 
 
    “It’s Erdene’s fault,” he started to tell his mother. 
 
    “I don’t care whose fault it was, Toli. Go with Ban to the kitchen and finish cleaning up. He knows what to do.” The boy started to complain but she cut him off, pointing to another room. Finally, she turned back to the two men. “Yes, Khamdo? How can I help you?” 
 
    It was then that the woman realized who Danzen was.  
 
    She had never met him before, but by now word had gotten out that there was a stranger in town, Maral confirming this with a one-word acknowledgment. “Pilgrim.” 
 
    “I’m here to make an introduction, and then I’ll be on my way out,” said Khamdo. 
 
    She looked at him skeptically for a moment. “An introduction?” 
 
    “I believe that your family may be in danger,” Danzen said, coming right out with it.  
 
    It was a new thing for him, being so forthright. And while he hadn’t given enough thought to the attention it would bring him, he also didn’t want to see a family in the village murdered. 
 
    “In danger?”  
 
    “I’ll be taking my leave, then. See you tomorrow, Pilgrim,” Khamdo told Danzen as he stepped out. 
 
    There was a crash in the kitchen. Maral quickly exited the foyer, yelled at her sons, and returned. 
 
    “Sorry. They are terrors right now. In a few years, they will all be older, and then they can help Temur with some of the jobs he picks up around town. But right now…” She sighed miserably. “Boys. I had to have three boys and no girls.” The woman shook her head. “Anyway, what were you saying about danger?” 
 
    “Do you have a chicken?” 
 
    Maral was quiet for a moment as she considered how she should respond. When she couldn’t come up with an answer, she went for another question. “Why are you asking me that?” 
 
    “I overheard some men talking about a family with three boys and a chicken. Khamdo said that this was probably a reference to your family. I think you and your boys, your husband as well, may be in danger and…” 
 
    Another crash from the kitchen. “Dammit, Ban, Toli, do not make me come in there!” 
 
    “Sorry, Ma!” one of the boys called out, Danzen recognizing the voice as Ban’s. 
 
    “Come with me.” 
 
    Maral led Danzen to a back room of the rather large home, one that was meant for storage. As he entered the space, Danzen’s eyes fell upon a white chicken in an old metal cage, several rolled carpets pressed up to the wall behind it. The chicken walked around in circles, pecking at the ground. 
 
    “That’s it,” she said. 
 
    “This is the chicken?” 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    “And why would three men want this chicken?” 
 
    “You want to know why?” she asked as she walked over to the cage. 
 
    The chicken paid no attention to her until Maral knocked on the top of the cage. A loud, clapping sound ricocheted across the room. It was followed by an absolutely enormous fireball, one which Danzen barely managed to dodge. 
 
    He withdrew his blade immediately, just about to fling it at the chicken when Maral yelled for him to stop. 
 
    Breathing heavily now, Danzen slowly placed the blade in its scabbard, looking at the fire on the ground and noticing that it wasn’t giving off any heat. 
 
    “It’s not real,” she told him, her eyes twitching now she took him in. “Please don’t…” 
 
    “My sword is up,” Danzen assured her. “It was an instinct.” 
 
    “Look.” Maral stepped through the flame and turned around, performing this motion again. “See? No harm.” 
 
    “It spits a fake flame?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “It’s a yokai. I don’t know what kind it is, but it can breathe fire, and when it flaps its wings it makes a noise that sounds like thunder right over your home. I hate the damn thing.” 
 
    The chicken started clucking again. “You heard me,” she said as she kicked her foot at its cage. 
 
    Maral placed her hands over her ears again, ignoring the flame that fired from the chicken’s beak as it released its loud squawk. 
 
    “How did you come across this thing?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “Me? No way. My boys did. They went with their father to Chutham and they found it wandering on the outskirts of the village. Their dad had his back to them at the moment, Sunyata knows why, and here comes Erdene with a fire-breathing chicken tucked under his arm. You said that you thought someone, or some people, were looking for this chicken. Well, they can have it. Where should I put the damned thing? I’d love to set it outside, but I don’t want anyone else in the neighborhood to see it. Only a few people know.” 
 
    “I don’t know if it would be that easy,” he told her. 
 
    “What would anyone want with this stupid chicken anyway?” Maral asked as it started clucking again, the chicken back to picking at the straw on the bottom of its cage. 
 
    “Does it lay eggs?” Danzen asked. 
 
    She shot him a funny look. “Actually, it does. But there’s nothing remarkable about these eggs.” 
 
    “Maybe the owner had plans to breed.” 
 
    “More of these chickens in Genshin Valley? Please, no. It’s only because of my dear husband that I haven’t cut its head off myself and cooked it up.” She heard noises in the other room again, Maral shaking her head. “I’ll tell you what, what if you stayed for dinner? You can sleep in our guestroom tonight. If someone really is coming…” She glanced down at the sword. 
 
    “Maybe that is the best way forward.” 
 
    “Then it is settled. If you think it’s best, let’s do it.” 
 
    Danzen wanted to get out of the business of killing, which had been one of the reasons he had traveled so far away in the first place. But he knew who at least one of these men were, and what they were capable of. 
 
    Even if the woman’s husband was a relatively decent fighter, the man wouldn’t be able to take all three of them, especially Nayaga with his sharpshooting ability and the training he’d received from the Brotherhood. 
 
    “Wonderful. You can stay, have some dinner, and we’ll see what happens tonight. Just tell me what you want us to do. I’ll talk to my husband; he’ll listen to me. It shouldn’t be long until Temur comes home. But like I said, just tell me what you want us to do.” 
 
    “Come again?” 
 
    “Would you like us to leave or something? Listen to me, I’ve only just met you. But I trust Khamdo, and I know he wouldn’t introduce us if you didn’t mean well. So what I’m asking is if you want to stay here tonight, or go somewhere else.” 
 
    “I am concerned that they may be watching the house, and if they are, these men have already seen two people enter, and only one person leave. Maybe it’s best if you stay here, but in a more secure space.” 
 
    “We have a basement that has beds in it for when we have family over. We can stay there.” 
 
    Danzen considered this option. “Yes, that would be better, safer.” 
 
    “I want this chicken out of here tomorrow. I don’t care what happens to it. If you want it, take it. Otherwise, I’m turning it into soup. You hear that?” Maral said, tapping her finger on the chicken’s cage. 
 
    Another fireball caused Danzen’s heart to jump in his chest, only settling after he remembered that it was all an illusion. 
 
    “We can deal with that tomorrow,” he finally told her. “In the meantime, I’ll try to see if I can figure out more about this creature.” He slipped his hand into a satchel and retrieved the field diary. “I have another request.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I need some fabric, and some thread.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen sat in a parlor as he waited for dinner, the door shut in an attempt to keep out the children’s ruckus. 
 
    They really were a handful, Maral constantly chasing after them or yelling at them, trying to get them to help her prepare the meal. 
 
    The former assassin sat in silence for a spell, thinking about his own upbringing, how he’d never had the opportunity to act so rambunctiously. At the Diyu Brotherhood, the younger orphans were taught from an early age how to clean and take care of their quarters. They would get assigned duties, and they would be judged upon how well they performed.  
 
    Those who took care of their tasks in a professional and timely manner would receive more food. Those who didn’t would receive less food, and lashes. 
 
    Danzen’s thoughts filtered away when he heard Maral blow her fuse, suddenly growing emotional to the point that she was sobbing. 
 
    The boys stopped misbehaving at that point, the three comforting their mother. 
 
    This gave Danzen the peace and quiet he needed to finally start flipping through the field diary. 
 
    There were sketches on a few of the pieces, and since he had apparently captured it the Abbot had scribbled out a rough portrait of the creature Danzen had killed earlier. 
 
    “Amanojaku,” he whispered to himself as he read the description. 
 
    Amanojaku are evil yokai known for their power of provoking wickedness in the heart of humans. They have been in the Valley and the Panchen Mountains to the east since before recorded history. They often have red faces, black hair, and a single horn on their head.  
 
    They have the power to turn into mist, which is the only way to capture one. Normal weapons will not work against amanojaku because the yokai are able to heal rapidly. 
 
    Danzen paused, wondering if he had actually killed the creature. Then he remembered decapitating it, watching its body burn. 
 
    Astra was no ordinary weapon; the blade was rumored to have been forged in Sunyata, passed down by a Soul Divinator and treated as a family heirloom for many generations. 
 
    A former military commander who had gone rogue had thrown it at him when Danzen tried to collect his mark. 
 
    Aside from it being one of the sharpest blades Danzen had ever encountered, Astra was known as a boomerang sword. And as it had left Danzen’s shoulder to return to its owner, he had managed to catch it by the hilt.  
 
    The blade dragged him for a moment, Danzen’s blood painting a line across a wooden floor, his demons summoned. 
 
    Danzen ended up fighting all of them off with Astra, one of the few times he was actually able to control what happened after he got cut, Danzen preventing it from spreading. 
 
    The general he had been hired to kill died of a heart attack once he saw the demons that Danzen unleashed. 
 
    Along with a hefty reward, Danzen had also kept the blade, and it had been by his side ever since. 
 
    There was a little noise from the other room of the house now, but nothing like the pandemonium from earlier, the boys clearly helping their mother now. 
 
    Danzen thought about adding a note on the page for the amanojaku, but there really was nothing else to add. It attacked him, and he killed it before it could draw blood.  
 
    It could speak, however… 
 
    He scribbled down that the creatures were able to speak, which was something he could explore if he ever encountered one again.  
 
    That was, unless it tried to kill him. 
 
    Hoping for a picture of a chicken, Danzen leafed through the field diary, pretty sure he hadn’t seen one in the previous times he had perused the pages. 
 
    He began speed-reading through some of the passages. There were so many entries that it was going to be hard to find, Danzen going faster and faster until he nearly reached the end of the diary. 
 
    He was thinking of adding an entry when he caught the word ‘chicken’ pop out on one of the pages, no picture to accompany it. 
 
    Basan are a rare species of yokai said to be nearly extinct. They have red feathers on their thighs, white breasts, red combs, and blue and green feathers along their wings and tail. 
 
    They are able to breathe a visible fire from their beaks, but the flames do not ignite combustible materials, and they give off no heat. Because of their unique power, they prefer a diet of charred wood and embers. 
 
    Additional notes: there used to be a pair that were part of a traveling circus. 
 
    Danzen read the passage again, realizing that it didn’t mention anything about the chicken flapping its wings and creating such a thunderous racket. He went for his writing utensil and started to add another note. 
 
    When startled, Danzen wrote, they beat their wings to create a sound that resembles thunder. 
 
    He read the passage back, wishing he could be a little more floral with his words.  
 
    It did get the point across. 
 
    Danzen didn’t know who would own this diary after he did, but unless someone destroyed it, he had a pretty good feeling it would find its way into someone else’s hands. 
 
    A knock at the door caught his attention, Danzen slowly shutting his book as a man stepped in. 
 
    The man was muscular, a full head shorter than Danzen and his hair was wispy, revealing a bald spot at the top of his crown. 
 
    “I want to help you,” he said, skipping the introduction. He clenched his fists at his side, Danzen looking from his forearms to the man’s face. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What do you mean, no? This is my home. Maral caught me up on what you told her. I’m Temur, I guess I should get that out of the way. But back to what I was saying: if there are three men trying to come into my home and do something to my family, I’ll be damned if I’m going to hide in the basement like a coward.” 
 
    “Pride and stupidity are often bedfellows,” Danzen said, recalling something that Biren Yeshe used to tell him, something Norwin had once scoffed at. 
 
    “You don’t know what I’m capable of, Pilgrim.” Temur took a step forward, his shoulders bouncing just a little. 
 
    Danzen didn’t flinch. “I assume that you’re a decent fighter, but unless you can do this…” Danzen withdrew his sword and loosed it into the wall on the opposite side of the room, Astra returning to its scabbard in a matter of seconds, “I think I will be able to handle it. I also know that you can fix that wall.” 
 
    “What did you…?” 
 
    Bold as ever, Temur walked over to the wall to observe the slit Danzen had just cut into it. He looked from the cut back to Danzen. 
 
    “Sorry for that,” Danzen said, suddenly regretting that he had shown the potentially headstrong man what he was able to do. 
 
    Of course, Temur hadn’t seen everything.  
 
    He hadn’t seen how quickly Danzen could move, nor how high he could jump. He didn’t know what happened if he drew a cut, nor did he know about his Demon Speak power, or the intense training he had when it came to killing. 
 
    But still, showing off his sword compromised him some, and it was the second time he had done so today. 
 
    “I would prefer if you didn’t tell anyone about this,” Danzen said, standing. 
 
    But rather than step toward him, Temur lowered his hands and relaxed them, bowing his head just a little. “Khamdo already told me that there was something different about you. And I don’t need to know what it is you are, or how you are able to do that,” Temur said, suddenly looking up at him, “but if you are lying to me about this, if you’re trying to pull some trick on me somehow and rob me blind, I will find you. I might not kill you, but I’ll try.” 
 
    “That is not my intention.” 
 
    “I kind of knew it wasn’t,” Temur grunted. “I’ve already spoken to Khamdo today, over at Sarten’s, and he let me know that you were here. Why do you think I stormed over here as quickly as I did? Sure, I’m hungry for dinner, but that’s not for another thirty or forty minutes. And if I’m not drinking ale, who will be?” Temur grinned, revealing a set of shiny white teeth. 
 
    “I will try to make it as clean as possible,” Danzen assured him. “At least two of these men will be relatively easy for me to handle. It is the third that may give me a harder time. But as I said, I will do my best to take care of this without disturbing your family.” 
 
    “The bodies too?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. “I saw some old carpets in the back room of yours. If you don’t mind me borrowing those, I should be able to get rid of them if I have access to a cart.” 
 
    “And Khamdo has a cart.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. “Disposing of the bodies will be the easy part. But as I told you, I will handle most of that.” 
 
    “I’ll do what I can to help. And I really don’t know what to tell you, but I got this feeling I will see three rolled-up carpets tomorrow morning ready to take a trip somewhere. At least I hope I’m going to see that.” 
 
    “Barricade the door to the basement,” Danzen told him. “I don’t anticipate things getting ugly, but if they do…” 
 
    Temur nodded. “I don’t know why I’m going along with this. It’s crazy if you stop and think about it.” 
 
    “And all for a chicken,” said Danzen. 
 
    Temur chuckled. “That damn thing. Maral told you that you could keep it if you handle this for us, right? I don’t have a lot of money. You might think this place says otherwise,” he said, gesturing around the parlor, “but it’s her family’s home. Her daddy’s rich and we’re allowed to live here for free as long as we take care of it.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “And you’ll take the chicken?” 
 
    “We’ll see.” 
 
    Temur was just about to exit the house when Danzen called out to him. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Bring the rest of the carpets.”


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    After they ate a vegetable stew that came with the side of baked meat, Danzen returned to the parlor to craft a mask. He had been meaning to do this earlier, but Maral and her boys had been too distracting. 
 
    Using some fabric that she had lying around, Danzen created a mask that completely covered his face, only allowing for two eyeholes, a slit over his mouth and an oval slit just beneath the tip of his nose. 
 
    Once he measured everything out by hand, he stitched it together, double-checking that it fit several times and making adjustments before finishing the piece. 
 
    It was common for him to have to make a mask without much warning, Danzen eventually getting to the point where he usually carried one with him. 
 
    Like some of the things he had picked up over the years, this was something that he’d stopped doing on his journey to the east, no longer wanting to bother with it. But a mask would be necessary for what he needed to do tonight, especially if one of them happened to get away. 
 
    Nayaga was to be his main target. Knowing the assassin, Danzen was certain that he would find somewhere else to perch, sending his muscle in first. 
 
    He hoped that he didn’t have to kill the three men, but that was likely the outcome, especially with Nayaga actively looking for him. 
 
    Danzen noticed how quiet the home was, and came to realize that the boys were already downstairs in the basement. 
 
    It wasn’t long before Temur knocked on the parlor door. 
 
    “You really do know what you’re doing, don’t you, Pilgrim?” he asked. 
 
    Masked Danzen looked up to him and nodded. 
 
    “It’s too bad she didn’t have a darker color,” Temur said, not able to hide a grin on his face. 
 
    Maral hadn’t had much fabric on hand, and she had ended up giving Danzen a patchwork of red, pink, and turquoise colors. These were stronger, darker versions of the colors, but it still wasn’t really appropriate for an assassin. 
 
    “It will work.” 
 
    “Wait, don’t tell me you’re going to find them in here,” said Temur, his brow raising. 
 
    Danzen shook his head. 
 
    “Then where?” 
 
    “They failed to capture the chicken the previous night. I am guessing you kept it in the backyard, correct?” 
 
    “That’s right. We stuck it in the back shed last night, mostly because the damn thing flapped its wings once and woke Maral up.” 
 
    “Then that’s where we should put it. That’s where you should put it.” 
 
    “Right, we don’t want them to know you’re here if they’re watching.” 
 
    Danzen stood, and smoothed his hands over his robes, Astra at his side. 
 
    “Well, shall we?” asked Temur, turning to the hallway. 
 
    Masked Danzen followed the stocky man, scanning the rooms as he walked, looking for any windows that could reveal his presence in the home. He stopped next to the door of the storage room at the back of the large home, Danzen wincing as he heard a thunderous crack. 
 
    “Goddamn thing.” Temur came out of the room holding a handle on the top of the chicken’s cage. A burst of fire made Danzen’s arms tense, the flame once again giving off no heat. 
 
    Temur waited until the chicken was finished and then exited through the back door, leaving it cracked so Danzen could crouch near it and make sure no one tried to do anything to him while he was outside. 
 
    As Danzen watched Temur place the bird in the shed, another burst of flame blew right through the man’s body, Danzen wondering why the assassins were so hell-bent on getting rid of the children. 
 
    If the chicken was up in the shed, why had it been so hard to get to the bird? 
 
    He heard a throat clear behind him. Danzen turned to see their oldest son, Erdene, who held a crossbow. “You are supposed to be downstairs,” Danzen told him once the boy didn’t say anything. 
 
    “I’m supposed to protect that chicken.” 
 
    Danzen looked at the boy, whom he had seen at dinner, the boy relatively well-behaved considering all the yelling his mother had been doing at him and his brothers. Erdene had long black hair, acne across the bridge of his nose, and thick eyebrows that were starting to grow together. 
 
    “Why are you wearing a mask?” he asked after Danzen didn’t say anything. 
 
    “What happened last night?”  
 
    “Two men came, and I did what I had to do to stop them.” 
 
    “You shot at them?” 
 
    “No, but I made them think I did. The chicken’s wings and a burst of flames ran them off.” 
 
    “And you haven’t told anyone this?” 
 
    Erdene shook his head. “Why are you wearing a mask?” 
 
    “You said there were only two men, correct?” 
 
    The youth nodded. 
 
    This confirmed it; Nayaga was likely going to be perched somewhere, which meant that the best place for Danzen to be would be inside the shed with the chicken. 
 
    But if they were watching the place, how would he get there? 
 
    “I need you to go back downstairs.” 
 
    “But I’m going to protect the chicken.” 
 
    Temur entered before Danzen could respond, his eyes falling onto his oldest son’s crossbow. 
 
    “I told you to get downstairs, son. Now,” he said, taking an intimidating step towards the boy, who maintained his grip on the weapon. 
 
    “But… but I’m going to protect that chicken.” 
 
    “No, he’s going to protect that chicken.” 
 
    Erdene scoffed at this suggestion. “Who is he anyway?” 
 
    “Someone.” 
 
    “Why do they call you Pilgrim?” 
 
    “Because it’s his name,” Temur answered for Danzen. “Downstairs with your mother, now.” 
 
    “What if he fails?” 
 
    “I won’t,” said Danzen. He did not want to have to use his ability to command the boy or his father, but if it was going to come to that, he was prepared to do so. 
 
    Luckily, Erdene finally listened to his old man. He mumbled something under his breath as he turned away, leaving Danzen with Temur. 
 
    “I need to get into that shed somehow without being seen.”  
 
    Danzen recalled the large rugs that were resting against the wall inside the storage area. It wasn’t going to be a comfortable journey, but he was certain that Temur would be able to carry him. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “I will be able to do more from out there than I will from in here. Come, I have an idea.” 
 
    Temur followed Danzen into the storage room, the two unrolling one of the carpets that leaned against one of the corners. Temur had to stand on the tips of his toes to wrap Danzen in the carpet. Once he was finished, he came around to the front of Danzen’s body and lifted him onto his shoulder. 
 
    With a grunt, and a lumbering step forward, he took the carpet outside, placing it in the storage shed and closing the door behind. 
 
    Temur unrolled the carpet, the chicken luckily not paying any attention to them as Danzen was set free. 
 
    “I guess I’m going to leave you now,” Temur said in a whisper, his facial features hard to make out due to the darkness of the shed. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “And Pilgrim,” Temur said as he reached the door. “Good luck.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen crouched in the darkness for several hours, waiting for the three men to come. 
 
    He eventually heard some whispers outside of the shed, the hiss of one man telling another to keep his mouth shut. 
 
    Danzen slowly lowered his hand onto his weapon, withdrawing Astra from its scabbard, the blade picking up a trickle of light coming in from the gap in the door. 
 
    “Do you think the kids are around?” asked the assassin that Danzen recognized as Harsha, the tagalong of the group, the one who was related to the man who wanted the chicken. 
 
    “No questions,” said the second man, Osul. 
 
    “I hope they come out here.” 
 
    “If he does, Nayaga will get to them before we do. Now shut your mouth. We have one job, and one job only, and that’s to get the chicken.” 
 
    “I still don’t know what my dad wants with this damn thing…” Harsha grumbled. 
 
    The door to the shed opened, and as it did Danzen loosed his sword, Astra going straight through the throat of the smaller of the two men. 
 
    Harsha charged into the space before Astra could return to its scabbard, the man skidding to a halt when he saw the chicken, who had yet to blow its imaginary fire. “Who’s there?” he cried, stupidly peering into the dark. 
 
    Danzen exploded forward with a kick that caught Harsha in the chin, Danzen hearing the whistling sound that indicated that Astra had returned to his scabbard. 
 
    He pressed forward immediately, lurching toward the big man and bringing the blade into Harsha’s stomach.  
 
    Danzen held it there like that for a moment, the man looking to Danzen’s masked face in horror. The other assassin, Osul, was nearly dead, the man lying on his side, barely breathing as blood oozed out of the wound on his neck. 
 
    “Who…?” Harsha asked. “Who… are you?” 
 
    Danzen twisted the blade and slowly withdrew. He sent Harsha flying out of the shed using the heel of his foot.  
 
    All the commotion had startled the chicken, who flapped its wings, a terrible thunder ricocheting inside the confines of the shed. The chicken coughed up a few fireballs, Danzen ignoring these as he slowly crept toward the entrance, waiting to see what would happen to Harsha. 
 
    Harsha stumbled around the family’s yard, pointing toward the shed, and also trying to get away at the same time.  
 
    He wheezed, a terrible smell already starting to take hold of the air due to the man soiling himself. There wasn’t much moonlight, but there was enough for Danzen to see the look of anguish on Harsha’s face as blood saturated his clothing. 
 
    It didn’t take long for an arrow to cut through Harsha’s skull, coming out at an angle. 
 
    Harsha took one more step forward and fell, which was exactly what Danzen had expected Nayaga to eventually do, the assassin making sure there were no witnesses. 
 
    Danzen slipped out of the shed, moving as quickly as he could, knowing that each second of delay would allow for Nayaga to change his position. Calling on his supernatural strength and speed, he took a running leap that sent him to the second-story rooftop of the family home. He swatted Nayaga’s first arrow away, and used its firing position to run toward the next roof, jumping to this one as well. 
 
    Another arrow came and he managed to block it, Danzen scanning the rooftops for movement. 
 
    He ducked behind a chimney made of clay, an arrow cutting into it and sending up some debris.  
 
    Danzen sank lower, hyper-aware of what would happen if he got cut. 
 
    Another arrow whizzed over his head. 
 
    This one had come from a different angle entirely, as if the assassin had teleported to another rooftop. 
 
    He could move, sure, but he wouldn’t be able to shoot at that angle unless… 
 
    He dove to the side just in time as an arrow struck the chimney, in the space where his head had just been. Danzen rolled down the roof and hit the ledge, leaping just in time, an arrow passing from another direction just behind his leg. 
 
    Danzen landed on the ground, and ducked behind a well. 
 
    He wanted to curse his own stupidity at that moment, that he hadn’t prepared for Nayaga to have either an enhanced echo or a weapon made with remnants of Sunyata. 
 
    Either they would have a standoff, which was what Danzen now anticipated as he prepared himself to have arrows shot at him from every angle possible; or, Nayaga would use this time to get away. 
 
    Danzen waited with bated breath, ready to engage the man if he had to. 
 
    What he didn’t expect was for the back door to swing open and for their oldest boy, Erdene, to come out with his crossbow drawn. 
 
    The boy gasped as he took in the carnage, Harsha with the arrow sticking out from the side of his face, Osul with his throat ripped apart by a sword. Erdene quickly dropped his crossbow, which triggered the weapon, the arrow firing into the air at a random direction. 
 
    “Argh!” 
 
    A sound to Danzen’s immediate left caught his attention, and before he could truly consider the fact that the boy’s poor handling of the crossbow had somehow managed to hit Nayaga, he was already running in Erdene’s direction.  
 
    Danzen tackled the youth. 
 
    An arrow passed over them and cut into the tops of his robes, Danzen immediately placing his hand on his back as he hit the ground, Erdene beneath him. 
 
    He didn’t feel blood, nor did he notice the sensation of his demons being unleashed. 
 
    Shielding Erdene with his back, Danzen quickly ran the boy to the back door and shoved him inside, hissing for him to go back to the basement. 
 
    Danzen swiped his sword to the right just in time to avoid yet another arrow. 
 
    Jumping up, he pulled himself to the roof again and took off in the direction of the disturbance. 
 
    He caught Nayaga scrambling away, Danzen just about to throw a sword at him when he paused, taking cover behind a raised window as another arrow nearly got him. 
 
    If he used his sword and somehow missed, Nayaga would know for certain who he was. 
 
    Right now, he was just someone protecting the house. A skilled fighter, to be sure, but Nayaga hopefully didn’t yet know enough about his enemy to come to the conclusion that it was indeed Danzen Ravja. 
 
    His heart thumping in his chest, Danzen waited for another arrow to come, and when one didn’t come he peeked his head out, Astra drawn and ready to go. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Danzen remained still, his eyes darting left and right as he tracked the rooftops looking for some sign of Nayaga. 
 
    If the assassin was smart, he would get the hell out of Suja Village. He had already lost two men, and it was clear that a far superior warrior was now protecting the chicken. 
 
    But obstinacy was something that defined many assassins, Danzen not knowing Nayaga well enough to know where the man fell on the spectrum. 
 
    So he waited. 
 
    And after thirty or forty minutes had passed, Danzen quickly dropped to the ground. He leaped over a fence and returned to the family’s yard, seeking cover immediately behind a clothesline. 
 
    He waited another thirty minutes for Nayaga to strike. 
 
    Again, nothing. 
 
    As quietly as possible, Danzen quietly returned to the roof, and snuck over to the home next door. 
 
    Just as he had expected, he discovered a small puddle of blood, another few drops pointing him in the direction of the First District, which would be the quickest exit.  
 
    By Sunyata, Erdene’s misfiring had actually connected with Nayaga.  
 
    It didn’t seem like it was a very deep wound, but it was likely one of the reasons the assassin had left. 
 
    Once he was sure he was clear again, he returned to the family’s backyard. As he had promised Temur he would do, Danzen dragged Osul’s body into the shed and wrapped it in a carpet. 
 
    Before completely rolling him up, he checked the man’s pockets, finding some coins and a relatively nice dagger at his belt. He took the dagger and the coins, Danzen pausing before exiting the shed. 
 
    Even though he was certain Nayaga was gone, he knew it was better to test things just to be sure. 
 
    He found a wooden bowl in the back corner of the shed, one that would have been used to feed livestock, and used his sword to suspend it in the air.  
 
    Danzen slowly pressed this out of the shed, testing several times to see if Nayaga would take the bait. 
 
    When no arrows came, he quickly grabbed Harsha’s body and dragged it into the shed as well.  
 
    He broke the arrow off that was still sticking out of the man’s head and discarded the fletching. As he had done with Osul, Danzen wrapped Harsha up in a carpet, once again checking his pockets and finding a few coins. 
 
    From there, Danzen sat in the straw on the other side of the shed, his eyes on the entrance, the wooden bowl near him so he could test his surroundings every thirty minutes or so. 
 
    Danzen sat cross-legged as he waited, his sword in his lap. He didn’t think about the fact that he was sitting in a shed with two dead bodies and a fire-breathing chicken, waiting for morning to come so he could return to his monastery to get back to work. 
 
    He didn’t think about anything. 
 
    He merely waited for dawn, hoping the next day would pass quickly so he could get some much-needed rest. 
 
    Danzen was just starting to fall asleep when the chicken started clucking, its clucking turning into a quick flapping of its wings, a deafening sound waking him from his reverie. 
 
    He looked up to see Temur standing at the entrance of the shed, the man with a grave expression on his face as he saw the two carpets that had been rolled up and set neatly against one another. 
 
    “I got two of them,” Danzen told him, pressing his mask to the top of the skull. 
 
    “And the third?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Something tells me he won’t be coming back here. Not for you, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    After breakfast that consisted of hard rolls and steamed vegetables, Danzen and Temur loaded the carpets into the back of a cart affixed to a black mule with a patch of white on its forehead. Temur placed the chicken in as well, covering its cage with a quilted blanket. 
 
    “You said you would take him as a reward,” Temur reminded Danzen. He took one look at the agitated look on Danzen’s face and laughed. “Come on, you’ll have more use for the chicken than we will. She can lay eggs for you. Or you can kill it and eat it. I don’t care; I just want it away from here.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Where are we taking the bodies anyway?” Temur asked, his voice lowering.  
 
    His wife stood on the front porch, watching them almost scornfully, her arms crossed over her chest.  
 
    Danzen could see the three boys peering out of one of the windows on the second floor of the home, their heads stacked on top of one another. He never told Temur about Erdene’s involvement in the previous night's affairs, Danzen hoping that the boy learned his lesson. And the way he made eye contact with the boy now told him that he would keep this a secret. 
 
    “Well?” Temur asked. 
 
    “Sky burial. We’ll take the chicken to the monastery, and move on from there.” 
 
    Temur grunted. “Then we better get started.” 
 
    The two men headed out of the village, Temur’s donkey pulling the cart with the chicken and the bodies in it. A couple villagers tried to stop and talk to Temur, but he pressed on, simply waving at them in an agitated way and letting them know that he had a job to get to. 
 
    The stocky man relaxed somewhat as they reached the outskirts of the Third District, Danzen all but ignoring his nervousness as he took in the strangely foreboding day.  
 
    A low mist sat over some of the fields between the village and his monastery, the air fresh and crisp, the ground just a bit moist. It hadn’t rained last night, but the mist had softened the soil, Danzen glad that they hadn’t overpacked the cart once he noticed the wheels lightly cutting into the dirt. 
 
    Danzen and Temur stopped at the base of the monastery and climbed the hill, where they found Khamdo the carpenter already working. He didn’t notice their arrival until Temur placed the cage on the ground, the chicken flapping her wings a few times and creating a thundering boom. 
 
    “Whew, it’s just you,” Khamdo said, the man nearly dropping his mallet on his foot. “I went ahead and started up, if you don’t mind. We need to put a lock on your door.” 
 
    “Was something stolen?” Danzen asked as he took a look at his monastery, from the two lion statues out front to the holes they had recently patched in the outer walls. 
 
    “No, it’s just too easy to get inside. Once this place is patched up, who knows? You may have a little furniture or something you want to protect. Anyway, I’ll bring a lock tomorrow and get it set up.” Khamdo’s eyes fell upon the cage, which was still covered by a blanket. “And that’s your chicken?” he asked Temur. 
 
    “It's his now.” 
 
    “I think…” Khamdo considered this for a moment. “Yeah, that will work. There’s that space in the back that is partially fenced in, right there in front of the well. I could finish that out and build you a coop for the thing so it doesn't run off.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. “I would appreciate that.” 
 
    “Are those carpets for the monastery too?” Khamdo asked, peering down the hill. 
 
    “No, we have something else we need to do with those,” said the former assassin. 
 
    Khamdo looked like he was about to ask a question, but didn’t. “I guess I should get started then.” 
 
    “About the chicken,” Temur started to tell him. “It spits fire, but the fire isn’t actually harmful.” 
 
    “You didn’t tell me that part…”  
 
    Temur removed the covering and the chicken responded with a burst of flames, Khamdo jumping back. 
 
    “Sunyata’s tears!” Khamdo cried, nearly dropping his mallet again. 
 
    “It’s harmless.” To demonstrate what he meant, Temur waved his hand through the fire. 
 
    “And the sound?” 
 
    “That would be the wings.” Temur lifted the cage and shook it, the chicken responding by flapping its wings, Danzen wincing at the increasingly familiar noise. 
 
    “Anyway, we won’t be long. I’d suggest leaving it covered until we get back.” Temur let the blanket fall over the sides of the cage, the chicken quieting. 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    Danzen and Temur returned to the cart carrying the two carpet-wrapped bodies. Once they reached the main road, they headed toward the start of the forest, in the direction of where Danzen had left Shunta to be picked away by the wildlife. 
 
    “Here,” Danzen said. 
 
    They grabbed the first body and made their way through the underbrush, the sound of animals moving away from them reaching Danzen’s ears. 
 
    He didn’t expect to encounter anything up here, but with a valley full of mythological creatures, his expectations and reality often didn’t match. 
 
    They unrolled the first carpet, revealing the body of the man known as Osul. 
 
    “I can’t…” Temur said, his hand coming to his mouth. 
 
    “Just help me carry them here, and I will take care of the rest,” Danzen told him. 
 
    Temur stepped away and Danzen finished setting up Osul’s body, using the tip of his blade to cut away much of the man’s clothing. He loosened his shoelaces and revealed his feet, Danzen glad that the east wasn’t like the west. 
 
    Had someone come across a body, or even the signs of the body in a forest in the west, there would be investigations. 
 
    But the Asura Forest was too thick, and most people didn’t venture off the main path for fear of yokai. 
 
    The two retrieved the second body, the one that belonged to Harsha, and took it to a different section of the forest, where Temur stepped away again and Danzen went about preparing the sky burial. 
 
    “What about the carpets?” Danzen asked, as he returned to the cart. 
 
    “I saw a fire pit at your place,” said Temur, his face slightly pale. 
 
    Danzen nodded. “Then it’s settled.”


 
   
  
 

 Part Four 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the span of a week, Danzen and Khamdo were able to get the main room and roof of the monastery patched up, the floor fixed so grass was no longer growing out of cracks in the stone. They even managed to turn the space that had once been the Abbot's bedroom into a place where Danzen could actually rest. 
 
    He didn’t have a bed yet, but as soon as he got more kip, he planned to buy one. 
 
    With the money he still had, Danzen had focused on the kitchen, which still needed some work, but at least the stove was up and running and there was ample room to prepare food. Khamdo had built a shelf as well for additional provisions, the carpenter able to add a sliding door in front of it so the kitchen could be sealed off.  
 
    It certainly wasn’t a modern accommodation, but it was getting better.  
 
    Danzen was now able to see at night with the lanterns that they’d placed in the main prayer room and the one he kept in his bedroom. Wind no longer whistled through cracks in the wall, water no longer dripped through holes in the ceiling, and the monastery was starting to feel downright cozy, like someone lived in it, like it was an actual home. 
 
    Danzen and the fire chicken, whom he had named Basan after her yokai name, had also come to somewhat of an understanding. He would feed the chicken and keep her safe, not bothering her in the meantime, and she would produce a daily egg for him. 
 
    Khamdo had built Basan a coop to stay in, and she seemed happy enough. 
 
    “Basan,” Danzen said one morning on his way to get water from the well. 
 
    The chicken spat a bit of fire as a greeting, Danzen shaking his head as he moved back inside. He brought the water to a boil, assuming that Khamdo would arrive sooner rather than later. 
 
    The plan was to finish a new outhouse that they had started at the back of the monastery, not far from the location of the old one. 
 
    Khamdo had decided that the previous one needed to be condemned, the wood molded and rotten, the space inside entirely uncomfortable. 
 
    The new outhouse, which they would finish today, was a little more spacious. It would have a deeper pit beneath it as well. 
 
    As he had done the last eight days in a row, Khamdo arrived with a couple meat pies for Danzen, the carpenter holding his metal canteen out to Danzen so he could fill it with hot water. 
 
    “Thank you,” Danzen told him as he took the food. 
 
    “Don’t thank me, thank my wife,” said Khamdo. “She insists that I bring you one every morning. We’re going to fatten you up yet.” 
 
    “It’s appreciated.” 
 
    “How’s the chicken?” Khamdo asked as they made their way over to the new outhouse.  
 
    Danzen had started the hole yesterday while Khamdo worked on the outer structure. The shovel was already there, ready to go, both men well aware of what they needed to do to complete their task. 
 
    “She has been quieter at night, which is a good thing.” 
 
    “And she’s laying eggs?”  
 
    Danzen nodded.  
 
    “Good to hear.” 
 
    The two men worked in silence after that, Khamdo never asking much about Danzen’s reasoning for coming to Genshin Valley. His demeanor was unlike that of Temur’s, who had helped on the roof for a couple days free of charge.  
 
    There was always a point during their work that Temur got curious and started asking questions. Danzen’s lip would tighten, and that would be the end of it. 
 
    Noon came and the two men ate lunch, Danzen going for one of the meat pies that Khamdo’s wife had prepared for him, the carpenter eating a bread roll with vegetables baked into it. It wasn’t long after that they finally began setting up the structure of the outhouse, Khamdo putting on the final pieces while Danzen held them in place. 
 
    The day, which had started off a little misty, had since become pleasant, butterflies in the air, birds chirping, the sweet smell of pollinating plants all around them. 
 
    “She’s all yours,” Khamdo said, knocking on the side of the outhouse. 
 
    Danzen offered him a rare grin. “Thanks.” 
 
    “I have some things I have to do tomorrow, but I’ll see you in a day or two,” Khamdo told him after they’d finished gathering his supplies and placing the ones that they would use later inside the monastery. 
 
    They moved to the front, the sun slowly beginning to set, casting deep shadows over the ridges of Khamdo’s weather-beaten face. 
 
    “I appreciate your help,” Danzen told him. “I believe I will have money soon, once something comes up.”  
 
    “I’m sure you will, and like I said, your money’s no good to me. And regarding something coming up, oh yeah, there’s always something coming up. The yokai are well behaved over winter, but now that spring has officially made her debut…” The carpenter whistled. “Word will spread pretty quickly that you’re the kind of guy that knows what he’s doing.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” 
 
    “I’m sure it will happen, Pilgrim. Stop by tomorrow if you come to town; you’re always welcome at our home.” 
 
    Khamdo bid farewell and Danzen returned to the kitchen of his monastery, where he prepared a simple soup made from a common root found in the valley. 
 
    He would need to venture out into public sooner rather than later, Danzen not only running low on funds and food supplies, but also feeling the desire to see other people. 
 
    He had noticed this about himself several times over the last two years, this feeling that he needed to be around others.  
 
    If he was able to, Danzen would go to a tavern and sit in the furthest corner he could, just listening to people and watching them. If there wasn’t a settlement around, he would meditate or lie down, thinking of some of the interactions he’d had in the past. 
 
    The problem with those thoughts was that they often spawned a sense of melancholy in him, Danzen feeling like he had missed out on large swaths of his life due to the nature of his job. They produced memories of Soko, the female assassin whom he had once cared for, the one he knew was now hunting him. 
 
    One thing he tried not to think about was all the people he had slain, and the repercussions of his actions. But generally, if he tried to cancel those thoughts out, they would only come back in force, which was exactly what happened to Danzen as he prepared to rest that evening. 
 
    As he lay on the floor in his room, he suddenly found himself back in Palmo’s courtyard, his last official kill, the man lying on the ground as the demons came. 
 
    Danzen had managed to rescue Palmo’s daughter, but he had since forgotten her name, only remembering her face, and how defiant she had looked in the end. 
 
    He fell asleep thinking of that girl’s face, wondering where she was and what had happened since. 
 
    A crash at the back of the monastery woke Danzen from his reverie, his hand immediately going for his sword as he heard Basan flapping her wings.  
 
    Danzen winced as he made his way to the back entrance of the monastery, keeping low to the ground as he crept forward. 
 
    More commotion caused him to charge out the door, his famed blade at the ready.  
 
    He caught sight of an animal trying to knock over Basan’s coop. 
 
    Danzen’s response was instant and sudden; he threw his sword at the creature, his blade bouncing off as if the creature’s flesh were made of stone, Astra returning to its scabbard. 
 
    The creature started to charge away, Danzen chasing after it.  
 
    He caught up with it and the beast finally turned, much of its face concealed by the shadows cast by the roof of the monastery as it prepared to pounce. 
 
    Danzen had little time to act as something absolutely enormous landed on top of him, followed by the sound of snapping teeth as he tried to move out from beneath the beast. 
 
    He was able to roll out of the way, Danzen coming back around and looping his arm around the creature, hoping to be able to pull it to the ground as the two kicked up dirt. 
 
    For his efforts, Danzen was slammed to the side of the monastery, the beast charging off into the darkness. 
 
    Danzen crouched, his breaths coming in fast. 
 
    He knew the feeling of his demons being unleashed; no, he hadn’t been cut in the skirmish with the creature, but he had been winded. 
 
    Figuring he would take the higher ground, the former assassin leaped to the rooftop of the monastery, careful as he put his weight down. He scanned the distance for the creature that had assailed him and saw nothing. 
 
    Danzen waited for a good thirty minutes in complete silence before dropping back down to the ground and going to the coop. 
 
    Basan flapped her thunderous wings as Danzen reached his hand inside the coop, ignoring her illusory flame. 
 
    “You are sleeping inside tonight.” 
 
     He brought the fire chicken into the monastery, shutting the door behind him. 
 
    Danzen placed Basan on the floor of his bedroom. He shut the door behind him, the chicken clucking for just a moment before finally settling down. 
 
    His sleep was poor for the rest of the night, Danzen not able to rest with the sound of Basan’s feet scraping against the stone floor as she pecked around his bedroom, his thoughts constantly returning to the creature he had encountered.


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    No matter how many times he checked the area surrounding the monastery, Danzen couldn’t figure out what had caused the commotion the previous night. 
 
    It was morning now, the sun a pale yellow, a slight breeze moving through the valley. 
 
    Basan had defecated several times in Danzen’s bedroom, which he’d already cleaned up. He thought about keeping her outside, but not until he could figure out what had attacked him. As she flapped her wings and spit fire, he placed the fire-breathing chicken in the cage, where she grew quiet. 
 
    Danzen brought in some fresh water and washed his face and hands over the basin in the kitchen. Once his hands were dry, he grabbed a piece of bread and stepped outside again. 
 
    Standing before the monastery now, a piece of bread in his hand, his sword at his side, and his satchel slung over his shoulder, Danzen took in his monastery. 
 
    While the roof no longer had leaks, it would need to be replaced in the future. The stone exterior of the monastery would need more work as well, plus there was the piping necessary for heating during the winter.  
 
    All of this pointed to a simple conclusion: Danzen needed money. 
 
    He was more or less self-sufficient at the monastery, and it wasn’t very difficult to hunt considering the blade that he kept on his belt. Yet with the remodeling that was needed, Danzen could do with an influx of kip. 
 
    He hadn’t thought much about furniture inside the main space of the monastery, but it would be something he could get to in the future.  
 
    Perhaps if he had lunch in the village and visited a few of the people that he knew, something would come about. 
 
    With this in mind, the former assassin locked up, another thought coming to him: maybe after he got the monastery to where he wanted it, Danzen would consider learning to bend his echo. 
 
    As he walked to Suja Village’s Third District, Danzen went over what he already knew about bending one’s echo. 
 
    The system of cultivation was based on exploiting whatever remnants of Sunyata were locked away in a person’s family lineage. 
 
    While Sunyata fell hundreds of years ago, heaven literally plummeting to the ground, the people living at the time were able to absorb its power and pass this celestial energy onto their children, and their children’s children. 
 
    There were those that spent their lives trying to cultivate their echo, to bend their own innate power.  
 
    These cultivators had developed their own ranking system, which Danzen knew little about, and from what he had learned about the cultivating aspect, it mostly seemed to involve a combination of slow, calculated movements, difficult poses, and trials in which someone was required to change the very nature of an object without touching it. 
 
    The cheap and easy way to benefit from Sunyata’s power was through a talisman that had a remnant placed into it, or, as many had done, simply consuming the remnant in some way. 
 
    This was what Danzen’s former lover Soko had done.  
 
    The female assassin had stolen a small shard of a Sunyata remnant from one of her marks. She’d had it grounded into powder, which she then injected into her bloodstream. 
 
    And thus, an addiction began.  
 
    Soko continued to seek whatever Sunyata remnants she could find, which had affected her body. She looked almost like a floating ghoul last time Danzen had seen her, the power affecting her robes, and the way they hovered around her. 
 
    There was no telling how far gone she was now, especially after two years apart. 
 
    He remembered Soko jealously telling him that what she was doing was the only way for her to grow as powerful as Danzen, her self-loathing and resentment only fueling her desire for more. 
 
    The hairs on the back of Danzen’s neck stood to attention as he continued his walk, as he recalled yet again that she was actively hunting him, at least according to Shunta. 
 
    He instinctively placed his hand on the hilt of the sword, and paused as he tuned into his environment. 
 
    If she came, which hopefully she didn’t, Soko would move quickly and with force. That, or she would try another approach, toying with him. 
 
    He didn’t know if she could actually kill him, but his own death was the least of Danzen’s concerns. His concern, as always, was what would happen once the demons were unleashed. 
 
    Satisfied that no one was watching him, Danzen continued on his way. 
 
    He reached the outskirts of the Third District and was greeted by Temur’s three boys, who were chasing after each other, the middle child wielding a wooden sword.  
 
    The Third District was lively, a breath of fresh air from Danzen’s still and quiet monastery. People moved down the main thoroughfare on their way to the other districts, merchants with shops set up along the sides of the streets calling out to those who passed by. 
 
    His eyes fell to a young girl wearing a yellow robe riding a horse that was being led by a bowlegged man, who walked with a limp. 
 
    The girl looked at him for a moment, and quickly glanced away, Danzen recalling that he had encountered her a few days back when she nearly ran into him while being chased by a boy wearing a red yokai mask. 
 
    “Just a little longer,” the older man told her. “Your granddad should be the one on the horse.” 
 
    “You said I could ride,” she whined. 
 
    “And you are riding,” he reminded her. 
 
    “But you are helping me…” 
 
    The old man laughed. “And I’m going to continue to help you, Enkhmaa. You’re not old enough to be riding alone.” 
 
    “But my friends ride alone…” 
 
    “Argh,” the older man said, waving away her concern. “Someone is always doing something that you think you’re supposed to be doing.” 
 
    Danzen waited for them to pass and turned to the back streets, where Khamdo and Sarnai lived. The walk from his monastery had made him hungry, and after having meat pies and other assorted foods delivered to him every day for over a week, Danzen was craving some of Sarnai’s home-cooking. 
 
    He approached their well-maintained home and knocked. Khamdo came to the door, the carpenter in a clean set of robes that looked like they had been pressed. 
 
    “Pilgrim,” he said, bowing his head slightly at Danzen. “I was wondering when you would stop by.” 
 
    “You expected me earlier?” Danzen asked as he stepped into the home, the wooden floorboards creaking beneath him. 
 
    Khamdo looked at the floorboard and shook his head. “I’ve got to do something about that. I’ve been meaning to take care of it, but you know how it goes: life gets in the way.” 
 
    “It certainly does.” 
 
    Khamdo led Danzen into the dining room, where there were a few loose papers on the wooden table. He stacked the papers and set them aside, encouraging Danzen to sit. 
 
    Sarnai came out of the kitchen without her apron this time, her cheeks rosy as always. “Are you ready to eat something?” she asked Danzen. 
 
    “I’m going to give you some money as soon I get some,” Danzen told them. “You’ve been far too kind.” 
 
    “Too kind? You saved our child!” 
 
    “Maybe I did, maybe I didn’t,” he told Sarnai, “but I’m not going to use that as a reason to keep getting free construction done on the monastery and as a meal ticket. When I do get some money, expect something.” 
 
    Sarnai started to say something but her husband cut her off. “If it comes, it comes.” 
 
    His wife left the dining room, Danzen hearing the patter of her feet as she rushed into the kitchen. 
 
    “So, do you have big plans for today?” Khamdo asked him. 
 
    “Actually, I’m here looking for work, seeing if anything has come up.” 
 
    Khamdo nodded, knowing exactly what Danzen meant. “Going to the Raksi Hall then?” 
 
    “Eventually,” Danzen told him. 
 
    “They do have good stew there, but if you want the good stuff, you should go to Sarten’s.” 
 
    Sarnai came into the room with a bowl of sliced potatoes that had been glazed in a sweet sauce. She set this on the table and returned a moment later with a ham hock that had been baked to perfection. 
 
    They started eating together, Khamdo chewing loudly as he asked, “How is the monastery? Everything holding up?” 
 
    “There was an occurrence last night,” said Danzen. 
 
    “Yeah? What happened?” 
 
    “Something attacked the chicken coop. I went outside to see what it was and ended up chasing down a large creature with a body made of stone. It slammed me against the outer wall of the monastery before running off.” 
 
    The carpenter stopped eating. “Are the walls all right?” 
 
    “As far as I can tell, yes.” 
 
    “Did you see what it looked like?” Sarnai asked. “This creature?” 
 
    “No, only that it was a four-legged creature and its body was made of stone. It had teeth, which it tried to bite me with. I’m assuming those were made of stone as well, but was unable to tell. It was too dark.” 
 
    “You know…” Sarnai started to say. Leegan made a noise in the other room, interrupting her. She turned to her husband and nodded toward their child. Khamdo excused himself from the table and left to check on the baby. “As I was saying, this may sound crazy…” 
 
    “Nothing sounds crazy to me anymore,” Danzen told her. 
 
    “This place has a way of doing that to you. Anyway, when I was a child, my mother told me that the two lion dog statues in front of the monastery were actually alive.” 
 
    “The statues?” Danzen asked, recalling the lion dog statues that sat on either side of the front door, one of them missing its head. 
 
    Sarnai shrugged. “I don’t know if she said that just to scare us into behaving when we went to the monastery, but she told my brother and me this story multiple times, claiming they protected the monastery. I asked Abbot Mergen about it once, but he never confirmed it, only saying that there were more mysteries in Genshin Valley than rumors, whatever that means. So maybe it’s not true. Maybe it was something that people said to scare looters away.” 
 
    “I don’t know if a rumor of a living statue would scare a looter away,” Khamdo said, coming back to the room with the baby. “Did it seem like a lion to you?” 
 
    He sat, and as he did Leegan stopped fussing so she could look at Danzen. The baby reached her hand out to him. 
 
    “I didn’t get a good look at it,” Danzen told Khamdo. “But I suppose it was about the size of one of the statues out front. It clearly had a head.” 
 
    “At least, it’s a start,” said the carpenter. “You are living pretty far out there, so there are going to be a number of encounters that you have that most people in the village would never have to deal with. Honestly, I’m surprised that we only found one yokai living in the monastery…” 
 
    “You did what?” Sarnai asked, her voice suddenly sharp. 
 
    “Just…” He cleared his throat. “Nothing, dear. Disregard what I said.” 
 
    “No, Khamdo, you’re not getting out of what needs to be said by telling me that. What happened?” Rather than look at her husband, she turned her gaze to Danzen. “Go on, tell me.” 
 
    “We were clearing out a room. There was a vase, and once we uncorked the vase, a demonic yokai flew out. I killed it and we burned its body.” 
 
    “You what?” she asked, dropping her hand onto her chest. “The Abbot was keeping a yokai?” 
 
    “He probably didn’t know what to do with it,” Khamdo told his wife. “I know you were closer to the Abbot, but from times I met him…” 
 
    “You should have told me,” she said, returning her focus to her husband. 
 
    “I didn’t want to scare you. And besides, Pilgrim took care of it.” 
 
    “I knew you were good with the sword but…” Sarnai stared at the former assassin with disbelief. “I just never really thought about it.” 
 
    “I have trained, yes,” Danzen said, which was the first time that he could recall ever admitting anything to anyone in the village regarding his past. “But that is nothing to be concerned about.” 
 
    “You know, the last time I saw Dalan, he said something about the yokai knowing the secret to rebuilding Sunyata,” said Sarnai as she went for a second helping of potatoes. “He always was talking about how the valley is the perfect place to experiment with befriending the various yokai, that we have something we could learn from them.” 
 
    “Maybe we could,” Khamdo said.  
 
    “But you should take another look at those statues.” 
 
    “I’ll check them out once I return to the monastery,” Danzen told them after a long pause, one in which he didn’t mention that Dalan had basically sent him to kill a giant.  
 
    “But don’t kill it,” Sarnai told him.  
 
    Danzen recalled the size of the beast, the way it had easily overpowered him.  
 
    “If it really is one of the statues out front, I don’t think there’s anything I could do to kill it,” he said, which was partially a lie. There was always the option of smashing it to bits, but to do so he would likely need to call upon the strength that came to him when his demons were released, which was out of the question. 
 
    “Just be careful,” she told him. “Now eat, before your food gets cold.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Anything?” Danzen asked once Zorya the barmaid came to his table. As usual, he sat in the back of the tavern, his hood over his head, the former assassin doing his best to keep to himself. 
 
    “Excuse me?”  
 
    “Have you heard anything?” 
 
    “About what?”  
 
    Danzen finally removed his hood and looked at her, the barmaid taking him in for a moment, her eyes just a bit wider than they were seconds ago.  
 
    “Yokai. Anything strange. Anyone talking about anything strange and needing help dealing with it.” 
 
    “So that’s what you’re here for?” Zorya took a quick look around the bar, seeing that there were just a few regulars, all of whom had freshly topped off flagons of ale.  
 
    “It seems to be something I’m good at.” 
 
    “You have come to the right place for rumors and whatnot, but…” A line knitted between her eyebrows as she took him in. “I haven’t heard anything over the last few days. If I do, I promise to let you know. And if you ever get some kip out of it, I expect you to tip me.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “All right, Pilgrim, what will it be?” 
 
    It was a bit early for ale, but Danzen had decided to take the day off after his big meal at Sarnai and Khamdo’s home. 
 
    He flashed the number one to her and she nodded. “Back to your silent self,” she said as she moved to the bar. 
 
    Danzen watched her leave, once again checking out all of the patrons in the establishment, making sure that no one seemed out of place. 
 
    It was clear that Nayaga the assassin had skipped town. As much as he hoped it wasn’t the case, the sharpshooter would be back at some point. Danzen was sure of it. After a few days, perhaps he would ask about the man, once word had time to circulate. 
 
    With this in mind, and Danzen still alert to every person who entered the tavern, he enjoyed his ale. 
 
    He thought about enjoying another one but decided to nurse the one he had for a spell, the liquid room temperature by the time he finally finished the flagon. 
 
    It was growing later in the day, and while the beer should have made him tired, Danzen had energy, as he normally did. 
 
    He didn’t normally get tired or lethargic, not unless he was really pushing himself to the limit, and visiting the village, getting a free meal, and having a beer at the tavern definitely wasn’t pushing it. 
 
    It was the good life, plain and simple. 
 
    And because this was the case, he figured it couldn’t hurt to have another. 
 
    Danzen almost smiled once the barmaid came to ask him if he wanted another. 
 
    “I can’t decide,” he finally told her. 
 
    “Well, you can’t just sit here all day,” Zorya said in a tone that was both playful and firm. 
 
    “Bring me another in about thirty minutes.” 
 
    A fresh flagon of ale came to his table thirty minutes later, which he enjoyed slowly, trying not to think about anything. None of his previous marks, the two years it had taken him to reach the valley on foot, the things he had encountered in his life. Nothing. Just mental silence. 
 
    Thoroughly relaxed, an idea came to him on how he could test Sarnai’s lion dog theory. 
 
    Settling his tab, Danzen paid Zorya and quietly slipped out of the tavern, no one noticing that he left. 
 
    The alcohol had little effect on Danzen, but he did feel a subtle buzz as he made his way to the outskirts of the village, and from there to the long and winding road that led up to his monastery. 
 
    There were a few times that he paused, certain that something had moved in the fields to his left, Danzen scanning the area, his hand on the hilt of his famed blade. Flowers were starting to bloom on many of the trees, others still barren. It would be harder to scan for assassins once the flowers fell and the leaves took shape, the foliage providing the perfect camouflage. 
 
    Maybe there wouldn’t be any more assassins. 
 
    Maybe the Diyu Brotherhood would allow him to live in peace and eventually give up their search. 
 
    Danzen shook his head. He would never be able to think that way. They would always be coming for him, and he needed to accept that. 
 
    Now wasn’t the time to be optimistic, there wasn’t ever going to be a time to be optimistic. Even if he managed to stay here for fifteen years without something happening, he had to be prepared for that one day when Norwin showed up, or Soko floated back into his life. 
 
    When it happened, he would either kill them, or allow them to kill him. 
 
    That would be the end of it. 
 
    And while that was a normal outcome for a fight, Danzen had something else he was fighting for now. He was fighting for not only peace, but for the peace of those whom he had already befriended in the Third District. They didn’t deserve the baggage that he had managed to hide away by coming to the edge of the known world. 
 
    Reaching his monastery, he found some supplies that Khamdo had left behind. He grabbed a bucket of blue paint, which Khamdo had used for detailing on the doorframe of the outhouse, and approached the lion statue that sat next to the door. 
 
    Danzen made several rings around the base of the statue before he ran out of paint. 
 
    With that, he stepped inside the monastery and shut the door, locking up. He brought the chicken into his bedroom but kept her in the cage this time, wincing yet again once she flapped her wings and spat a fireball of illusory flames. 
 
    The lantern in his bedroom was bright enough for Danzen to leaf through his field diary, looking for something that resembled either the statue out front, or Sarnai’s suggestion that it was a lion dog. 
 
    The creatures did indeed look like lions, about the same size as well, but their faces were wider, with muscular bodies and curly manes, their claws on display.  
 
    He had also seen some lion dogs with horns, but the one in front of his monastery didn’t have this additional feature. 
 
    At about the middle of the field diary, Danzen came to a rough sketch of a proportionally similar creature to the one outside. 
 
    He read what it said, ignoring Basan, who started to cluck quietly. 
 
    Kona inu are holy yokai who are usually employed as guardians of monasteries and shrines. They are noble beasts who act like watchdogs and live together in male-female pairs. Traditionally, the female kona inu guards the inside of the monastery, while the male guards the outside.  They are generally presented with one that has its mouth open, as if it is roaring, and the other with its mouth closed. 
 
    The locals often call them lion dogs due to their unique appearance, their faces flatter than that of a typical lion. 
 
    Now that he really thought about it, he’d seen these lions all over the place, shrines across the land selling lion dog trinkets that a person could put in their windowsill. This made him wonder how many statues of yokai he had encountered in the west and simply ignored. 
 
    Danzen didn’t know if the creature outside was male or female, but he assumed if it truly was the lion dog making all the commotion at night that it was the male, considering it had never come inside the monastery. 
 
    Once the lantern was out, Danzen settled onto the ropes he had arranged as a sleeping mat. 
 
    He placed his hands behind his head, staring up at the ceiling, listening to his chicken breathing, the rhythm slowly lulling him to sleep. 
 
    Once again, he was awoken by disturbance. Rather than going for his scabbard, he stayed in his bedroom, alert, wanting to let whatever was happening outside play out. 
 
    Eventually, he was able to go to sleep again, Basan waking him up at about the time light started to slip through the bottom of his door. 
 
    Slipping into his warmer robes, Danzen passed through the main space of the monastery and came to the front door. As soon as he opened it, he looked down and saw blue footprints in the dirt and grass.  
 
    He stopped in front of the statue to see that there were footprints all around it, and that they circled around the monastery.  
 
    He also saw that the statue itself was covered in blue paint. 
 
    “I know what you are,” Danzen told the stone lion dog as he looked up to it, the statue about a foot taller than him at the moment, but only because of its pedestal. 
 
    Danzen waited patiently in front of the statue as a light zephyr whistled through his hair. He hadn’t brought his sword with him; if he was able to wake the statue, his weapon would have little effect on its stone flesh. 
 
    Danzen reached his hands back and pulled his hair into a bun. He crossed his arms over his chest as he once again looked at the statue, its curled mane framing its face, its mouth open. 
 
    The lion dog was motionless, and for a split second, Danzen felt foolish in talking to the statue. But then he dropped his eyes just a little and saw its paws were covered in blue paint, which had transferred to the lower half of its body. 
 
    “I know what you are,” Danzen said again. “I know you are guarding this monastery, and that the statue without a head was your partner. I’m going to be living here from now on; I think it’s best if we come to terms with each other, and learn to be a bit more neighborly.” 
 
    When the statue didn’t respond, Danzen came forward, stepping around one of the circles of paint, even though it had mostly dried. He placed his hand on the lion dog’s leg, noticing that it was cold. 
 
    For a moment, he wondered if it could only come alive at night.  
 
    But something told him to keep trying his luck. 
 
    Looking down at the pedestal, Danzen saw that there was just a small gap between the creature's feet and the base that it rested on, once again evidence that it could move. 
 
    “Last chance,” Danzen told it as he placed another hand on the lion dog. He expected the yokai to try to bite him, but it didn’t, the beast remaining frozen. 
 
    “Have it your way.”  
 
    Danzen sent energy into his legs and began pushing the creature off its pedestal. An ordinary man would have trouble doing this, but with Danzen’s enhanced strength, all it took was a concentrated effort, the assassin was able to shove the yokai off its platform. 
 
    As it hit the ground, the lion dog suddenly came alive, its stone muscles bulging once it was back to its feet. 
 
    “Easy,” Danzen told it, showing his hands now, wishing he had brought Astra even if it wasn’t going to help him any. 
 
    The stone lion dog growled, its eyes narrowing on him.  
 
    The beast roared. It lunged forward, swiping its blue claws at Danzen, the former assassin able to jump back at the very last moment and dodge its attack. 
 
    This had the effect of putting Danzen with his back to the monastery, which gave him an idea. 
 
    Crouching now, his arms out as if he was going to catch the stone lion dog, Danzen waited for it to charge him again. 
 
    This time he slipped out of the way, the lion dog cracking its head into the stone wall of the monastery. 
 
    The beast lumbered from side to side for a moment, shaking out its head. 
 
    “I don’t want to fight you,” Danzen said as the creature prepared its next charge. Once again, he stepped aside and the beast slammed into the wall, leaving an indentation this time, the lion dog out cold. 
 
    The lion dog now lay on its side, breathing, its stone stomach moving up and down, a dazed look on its face. 
 
    As risky as it was, rather than do anything like try to tie it up, Danzen simply, and very cautiously, moved over to the creature. 
 
    He sat with his legs crossed beneath his body, noticing that the creature had spread blue paint to his robes, Danzen just a foot or so away from the lion dog’s sharp teeth. 
 
    “I don’t want to hurt you,” he told it. “I don’t know if I can hurt you. I just want to come to an understanding.” 
 
    The lion dog snorted and came awake, hissing for a moment until it registered the calm look on Danzen’s face. 
 
    It let out a grunt and stood, the creature baring its teeth as it took Danzen in. 
 
    “No,” Danzen told it, still with his palm out. 
 
    Danzen was well aware that the lion dog, which was clearly male, could kill him in a matter of seconds. But something on a plane of existence higher than he could ever hope to understand told him to remain still, to not startle the yokai, to let the lion dog be in charge for a moment. 
 
    The creature continued to stare him down, but he never came forward, and he eventually stopped baring his teeth. 
 
    Soon, the lion dog sat as well, the two keeping their positions for fifteen minutes or so before he lowered to the ground, resting his head on his two front paws. 
 
    The look on his face softened, Danzen’s natural response being to slowly reach his hand forward and place it on the lion dog’s stone mane. 
 
    “My name is Danzen Ravja,” he told the creature. 
 
    The creature grunted. 
 
    “I’ll think of a name for you as well, unless you already have one in mind.” 
 
    Even though his mane was rough against Danzen’s palm, he continued to pet the yokai, the stone yokai eventually purring.  
 
    “We should wash your paws,” Danzen told him, nodding to the blue paint that covered the lion dog’s feet. 
 
    Danzen stood and motioned for the lion dog to follow him to the well at the back of the monastery. 
 
    Retrieving some water and a rag that Khamdo had left behind, Danzen crouched before the creature and began cleaning his paws. He felt something rough against his head, Danzen looking up to see that the lion dog was attempting to lick him. 
 
    “Careful,” he said with a chuckle, instantly thinking of the yokai’s abrasive tongue. “You and I are going to have to be very careful around one another.”


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen spent the rest of the afternoon getting used to having a lion dog companion. 
 
    Together, they made their way around the property, the beast sniffing at the ground as if he were a real dog. Aside from the sniffing, the lion dog's behavior was more like a cat than a canine.  
 
    He didn’t bark, but he did growl.  
 
    He also moved in a feline way, skulking in a way when he walked. As the afternoon progressed, Danzen found himself drawn to the lion dog. He wanted to pet him, but the yokai’s skin was abrasive. The creature’s tongue was rough too, Danzen having to push him away every time he tried to lick him. 
 
    “You’re not going to be able to do that,” he said firmly as they came around to the front of the monastery. “And I’m going to need to give you a name.” 
 
    Danzen sat and looked toward the valley, the sun beginning to set, the sky partially pink, the sound of insects in the air, an occasional breeze bringing with it the smell of flowering plants. The lion dog sat next to him and nuzzled his head against Danzen's shoulder. 
 
    “Yama,” Danzen said, deciding on the creature’s name in that instant. “It’s the name of the monastery I once visited, one near a city in the west called Sainshand.” 
 
    The two sat there until the sun had gone down, the sky darkening, a noise at the other end of the valley catching Yama’s attention. The lion dog tilted his head to the right as he heard the sound again. 
 
    “What is it?” Danzen asked. 
 
    Yama hopped to his feet and took a few steps before stopping, snorting, and looking back to the pedestal that he normally sat on. 
 
    “Do you know where she is?” Danzen asked, referring to Yama’s counterpart. 
 
    The yokai grunted, Danzen not able to interpret if this meant yes or no. 
 
    As the lion dog circled around the pedestal, he returned his thoughts. Danzen would begin in earnest over the next week to find an odd job or two for him to complete. He wanted to be able to pay Khamdo for his hard work, and continuing to improve the monastery would be to his advantage, especially once winter came. 
 
    With the plan to find work solidified, Danzen finally made his way inside his monastery. 
 
    Yama stopped at the edge of the door, the lion dog clearly unsure of if he should go inside or not. 
 
    “It’s fine,” Danzen said, motioning the creature in. 
 
    But Yama wouldn’t cross the threshold of the door.  
 
    “Your choice.” Danzen went to his bedroom and noticed that it smelled a little like chicken droppings, an earthy, natural smell. Basan clucked as he lifted up the cage by the handle on top. He took the chicken out the back door, where he was greeted by Yama. 
 
    “Basan, meet Yama,” Danzen said, showing the lion dog to the chicken. 
 
    The beast jumped backward once Basan let out a ball of fire, and was just about to come forward again when Danzen stopped him. 
 
    “See?” Danzen said, waving his hand through what was left of the fire. He shook the cage with the other hand, Basan flapping her wings together and releasing another fireball. 
 
    Yama approached the cage and curiously sniffed at it.  
 
    Finally, the lion dog stepped away, allowing Danzen to return Basan to her coop. 
 
    “It’s your job to protect her,” Danzen told Yama. “Sometimes I may be gone, and if I go out, you’re in charge around here.” He pointed at the coop, and while Yama didn’t nod or anything, Danzen got the feeling that the lion dog understood what he was telling him. 
 
    He invited the lion dog into his home again, but Yama circled around to the front of the monastery instead, taking his place on the pedestal. 
 
    Danzen boiled water in the kitchen and made a grain bowl that he seasoned with a sauce made out of marinated pork bones. 
 
    He ate quietly and retired to his bedroom, once again leafing through the field diary. 
 
    The former assassin finally drifted off to sleep, his dreams nonexistent, his troubled past locked and sealed, a distant memory. 
 
    Or so he hoped.


 
   
  
 

 Part Five 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen greeted Khamdo at the door of his monastery, the carpenter with a pack of supplies slung over his shoulder. He took a look at the ground, noticing the bright-blue footprints. 
 
    “I owe you a new can of paint,” Danzen told the man. 
 
    “You owe me an explanation. What happened here?” Khamdo lowered his pack to the ground. He reached into the top of it to pull out a meat pie wrapped in paper, which he handed to Danzen. 
 
    “She doesn’t have to keep making me these…” 
 
    “And she’s not going to stop either. Have you met my wife yet? Were you able to tell her no? And besides that, you eat them, right?” 
 
    “They’re great.” 
 
    Khamdo snorted. “As long as I’m coming up here, she’s going to keep sending them with me. If ever you stop by, she’s going to either make you some, or invite you to eat whatever we are eating. I know that in the West things are a bit different—people maybe keep to themselves more, and there are hierarchies in society, those at the top and those at the bottom—but things are different here. I’m not saying that the valley doesn’t have these aspects, but especially this close to the end of the world, we have to look out for one another.” 
 
    “I’m beginning to see that.” 
 
    “Are you going to tell me what happened?” Khamdo asked as he took another look around at the blue paint splattered across the ground. 
 
    “Are you sure it won’t startle you?” 
 
    “I’m starting to get used to seeing strange things around you. By the way, Temur finally gave me a rundown on everything that went down at his place.” 
 
    “Everything?” 
 
    “Those men had to die,” said Khamdo grimly. “And don’t worry. I’m not going to tell anybody about what happened. Anyone who tries to go after someone else’s kid deserves an arrow in the back of the head, but that’s just my opinion.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t say anything about how one of the men who had died in their quest to get the fire-breathing chicken had clearly been the son of the man in Chutham, the man named Harsha. He too was technically someone’s child. 
 
    They all were. 
 
    Danzen included, even though all he knew about his mother was that she was a prostitute, and all he knew about his father was that he had sex with his mother at some point. 
 
    And for some reason their union created a boy who had an inhuman ability, one who unleashed hordes upon hordes of demons if he ever broke his skin. 
 
    “Well? Are you going to show me?” 
 
    Danzen whistled and Yama came alive, the lion dog hopping off his pedestal. 
 
    “Sunyata’s tears!” Khamdo dropped his pack as the beast moved past him. Yama stopped next to Danzen and sat, the former assassin placing his hand on the lion dog’s head. 
 
    “Your wife was right.” 
 
    “I’ve never…” Khamdo swallowed hard. “Is it friendly?” 
 
    “He is friendly; he hasn’t attacked you yet,” Danzen reminded him. 
 
    Yama lifted his hind leg to scratch himself, the sound of concrete rubbing against concrete meeting both of their ears. 
 
    “He’s just like a regular dog?” 
 
    “He’s more like a cat, at least from what I have observed,” said Danzen. “And he won’t come inside. His job is to guard the monastery. His companion,” he said, nodding to the other statue that was missing its head, “is said to guard the inside of the monastery. But I don’t know where her head is.” 
 
    “Maybe we will find it around here at some point,” Khamdo said, slowly picking up his pack. 
 
    “Maybe,” Danzen told him.  
 
    They heard some commotion down the way, the two men catching an older man riding a horse up the hill, the horse lifting up onto its hind legs before settling. 
 
    “Yama,” Danzen said as he passed the pedestal, tapping his hand on it. 
 
    The lion dog quickly moved to it, returning to a solid form as Danzen and Khamdo turned to the commotion. 
 
    “Do you recognize him?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “That’s Pancha,” said Khamdo. “He used to be a stableman for a rich family over in the First District. Spent his whole life at a stable. He only retired about two years ago, mostly to help his wife take care of their son’s daughter. Their son was a soldier, and after he died the mother went crazy. It was an unpleasant series of events, believe me. But they’ve been taking care of Enkhmaa ever since.” 
 
    Khamdo lifted his hand to greet Pancha as the older man slowly got off the horse. He was bowlegged and he walked with a bit of a limp. Pancha still seemed strong, his shoulders broad, tufts of white hair peppering his skull, a perfect set of teeth as he smiled at the two men, his hand now on the horse's reins. 
 
    “Khamdo, Pilgrim,” he said as he approached. The horse started to neigh and Pancha stopped him by tugging on the reins. “Easy, boy. Leave it to me to make the poor decision to ride a colt all the way up here. The damn thing. I guess I should get right down to it. I heard you are the type of man that can take care of an odd job or two,” he said, looking to Danzen. 
 
    “That depends on the job,” Danzen told him. 
 
    “I really don't know where to begin here but…” Pancha’s face softened, as if he were about to sob. “Enkhmaa disappeared.” 
 
    “She what?” Khamdo asked. 
 
    “Her window was open this morning and she wasn’t in her bed as she usually is.” Pancha spat. “Anyway, as I said, she wasn’t in her bed so my wife and I, we looked all around the house. We called the neighborhood boys too, Maral’s sons, to see if those three dimwits could look around for her. She always wore yellow robes, you know. Maybe you’ve seen her. It was her favorite color, she has three or four of them that my wife, Suren, is always washing.” 
 
    “I’ve seen her,” said Danzen. 
 
    “Well, Erdene and Toli made it all the way to the edge of the Asura Forest down there.” Pancha pointed to the bottom of the hill.  
 
    Danzen was familiar with the location he was referring to. The forest ran along the right side of the trail he normally took to town. It was where he had buried Shunta, and there were multiple entrances into the woods.  
 
    “They found this on one of the trees.” Pancha reached into the side pocket of his shirt and came out with a strip of yellow fabric. “It’s hers.” 
 
    “You think she’s in the Asura Forest?” Khamdo asked, unable to contain the gasp that had slipped from his lips. 
 
    “I’m afraid so, and I don’t think we have much time,” said Pancha, starting to breathe heavily again. “I’m so goddamn worried about her.” 
 
    “Do you think she was kidnapped, or…?” 
 
    Pancha threw his hands up in the air at Khamdo’s question. “There’s no telling. All I know is that she doesn’t deserve it, whatever happened to her. Maybe…” He cast a hesitant gaze down at the ground. “She might have run off on her own. She was always a bit of a tomboy, and maybe she just felt like exploring. I don’t know. We weren’t having any issues or anything; hell, she’s only seven, so it was nothing like that. I just know that we don’t have much time, that she doesn’t have much time, she's out there in the forest by herself. When night comes…” 
 
    “I understand,” Danzen said, starting to step away. 
 
    “Hey, where are you going?” Pancha asked him. 
 
    “To prepare my things.” 
 
    “So you’ll do it? I haven’t even offered you anything yet.” 
 
    Danzen focused his gaze on the older man, noticing now that his lips were quivering, that he had a bit of a shake about him. “I will do my best to find her.” 
 
    “Well, at least let me give you something for your troubles…” 
 
    “We can discuss that later,” Danzen said. He turned to Khamdo. “Do you mind locking up here? I may not be home tonight.” 
 
    Khamdo nodded. “Sure, I have a spare key. I’ll make sure everything is locked up.” 
 
    Without another word, Danzen stepped into his monastery and from there to his room in the back. He got his leather satchel and placed Sarnai’s meat pie inside. His firestarter was already in the pack, as were a couple dried nuts that he had picked up from the general store in town. That would get him through the night. 
 
    He packed an extra set of robes too, just in case his got ripped in some way, or it became cold. He also packed his mask in case he needed anonymity. 
 
    Danzen thought about packing his field diary but decided against it, knowing that he wasn’t going to be able to really utilize it anyway. 
 
    Returning to the front of the monastery, Danzen waved goodbye to Khamdo. “Please make sure that you can get some food as well before you leave.” 
 
    “Will do, Pilgrim,” said Khamdo. 
 
    “Really?” Pancha asked. “I can’t thank you enough. I have something that you may like, that you could use. Just bring her back and it’s yours. We can go over those details later, like you said. I’m going to ride back to town and tell the Elders. They got a few men that they can send out to the woods, but they won’t venture in too deep, it’s already too late in the day for that even though it’s barely noon.” 
 
    “I will be in touch with you tomorrow or sooner,” Danzen said, as he started down the hill. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Rather than moving straight into the forest, Danzen hung a left at the main road, hoping to retrace the steps of the boys who had discovered the strip of yellow fabric. 
 
    He had a rough idea of the entrance they had likely used, which most of the villagers used to gather things from the safer parts of the forest. 
 
    Up until this point, Danzen hadn’t thought much about the Asura Forest and some of the rumors he’d overheard at the tavern. 
 
    Aside from the outer edges, which seemed to cushion the fields that ran along the borders of the Third District, most of the people kept away from the deeper pockets of the forest, which stretched all the way to Chutham.  
 
    He’d heard that most of the yokai in Genshin Valley considered the forest home and that it operated as a forbidden zone, the seemingly mythological creatures keeping to the woods while the humans kept to the more established places. 
 
    Part of him wished he had brought his diary with him, but he knew it would be best to pack light, especially if he would be forced to fight for Enkhmaa, which he assumed to be the case. 
 
    Reaching the entrance to the forest, he glanced at the two stone pillars that marked the space, Danzen’s eyes now tracing along the limbs sticking out to his left and right, looking for flashes of yellow. 
 
    He paused for a moment once he came upon a patch of daisies growing in a column of sunlight that cut through the trees, their yellow flower petals catching his attention. 
 
    He wondered if they had some medicinal value; perhaps he could learn more about the plants of the valley in the future. Danzen hadn’t thought much about it, but it was rather miraculous how easily Dalan the hermit had cured Khamdo and Sarnai’s baby. 
 
    There would surely be other uses that would come in handy. 
 
    As he continued along his way, Danzen wished he had brought Yama with him, not only for the companionship, but for protection. Perhaps the next time he left his monastery, if it was practical, he would bring his newest companion with him. 
 
    Then again, he didn’t want a rumor to spread around the valley that the man known as Pilgrim journeyed around with a lion dog made of stone. It would bring too much attention to him. 
 
    Even if he had started to make his presence known, Danzen still wanted to operate on the periphery, which would be the best way to keep the Diyu Brotherhood from discovering his whereabouts. 
 
    He tried not to think about it too much, but he had grown increasingly concerned about Nayaga, and letting the sharpshooting assassin get away. He’d worn a mask, of course, but Nayaga had mentioned looking for him, and maybe he would be able to put the pieces together and figure out where Danzen was living. 
 
    A voice at the back of his mind told him that this was inevitable, that at some point he would be discovered. 
 
    And when that point came, he would kill them all. 
 
    Of this, Danzen was sure. 
 
    The peace he’d gained over the last two years, and especially upon finally reaching the valley, was worth fighting for. 
 
    The trees around him became thicker, Danzen eventually going for his blade and using it to hack through some of the vines, limbs, and occasional spiderwebs that blocked his passage. 
 
    He was just starting to feel lost when he noticed a sliver of yellow fabric pinned to a vine. 
 
    He crouched and saw a series of markings in the leaf-covered ground that indicated someone had been dragged. 
 
    After placing the yellow fabric in his satchel, Danzen followed this path, crouching as best he could to keep quiet. 
 
    Movement to his left caught his attention, Danzen looking just in time to see the white tail of the creature slipping away. 
 
    He knew that he could throw Astra and pin the creature, but it didn’t seem hostile, nor was it sticking around to pick a fight. 
 
    So he pressed on until the trail ended, Danzen ever-so-carefully keeping the same trajectory. 
 
    The former assassin continued to track who he hoped was Enkhmaa, the sun reaching its apex in the sky and starting to slowly lower, the forest dropping in temperature as he approached a series of rocky hills, trees twisting out of them, Danzen now presented a view of the thick foliage that stretched for miles. 
 
    The area of the woods he had just moved through was so dense that Danzen hadn’t realized he’d been moving up a hill. 
 
    He was now officially lost, but he knew of a way to quickly orient himself when the time came. Besides, he was so far away from civilization that no one would see him do it anyway. 
 
    It was when he started to make his way down the hill that Danzen noticed something moving on the other side of the rocky outcrop. 
 
    At first, he thought it was Enkhmaa, the child-sized being wearing yellow robes. 
 
    He almost called out to her when Danzen took another look at the being, noticing that it didn’t have hair, that its skin had a red tinge to it. 
 
    As it moved up the rocks, it did so in a way that made it look feral, the creature hunched over, its feet larger than they should have been. 
 
    Without thinking, Danzen quietly pursued it up and down another set of hills. 
 
    A rock gave way, Danzen slipping just a little. 
 
    The being in the yellow robes turned and revealed an absolutely mangled face with crooked teeth, a pig’s snout, a single eye on its forehead, skin thick enough that it formed ridges along the contours of its head. 
 
    Danzen leaped into the air and loosed his legendary sword. 
 
    It struck the child-sized yokai in the shoulder and naturally returned to Danzen’s hand. 
 
    Surprising him, the demonoid yokai bolted toward Danzen. It used its supernatural speed to tackle him before he could get his blade up. Danzen managed to stop his head from cracking against the stone, his next move being to beat the creature back with the outer side of his fist. 
 
    He sent his forearm up, finding a place just beneath the childlike demon’s chin, preventing it from biting him. 
 
    Danzen threw it off and hopped to his feet, charging the yokai with his sword drawn. 
 
    But his opponent was much faster than he, the child-sized yokai already in the process of hurling a large rock at Danzen by the time he neared it. 
 
    He jumped back in time to avoid the first rock, but was struck in the thigh by the second rock, terror coming to Danzen as he thought it may have broken his skin. 
 
    He waited for just a second, time seemingly slowing down as he paused to see if the feeling would come, his demons unleashed. 
 
    But it didn’t, and Danzen flung his sword at the yokai again, this time connecting it with the center of its chest. 
 
    He was going for its head but the creature was so fast that he was surprised it even hit it at all. 
 
    His blade didn’t go in very deep, the yokai’s bones thick enough to prevent Astra from puncturing any vital organs. His sword fell out of the small yokai’s chest as it bent forward, Danzen’s blade magically returning to him. 
 
    The yokai’s yellow robes got caught on a stray limb as it started back up the hill, either looking for an advantage or trying to get away. 
 
    The creature hissed and sucked in deep breaths as it made it to the top, Danzen just about to strike it in the back with the sword when an idea came to him. 
 
    “Where is she?” he asked aloud, summoning the power that resided deep within him, Danzen’s voice like acid passing through his throat as he uttered the words again: “Where is she?” 
 
    The demonoid child stopped scrambling up the hill and came to attention. It turned, baring its teeth at Danzen. Much to its dismay, the yokai’s arm started to lower, muscles trembling as it took him in. 
 
    “Take me to her,” Danzen said.  
 
    The yokai nodded and slowly lowered onto all fours. 
 
    The creature’s shoulder blades moved up and down as it lumbered into the woods, Danzen following close behind it.


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen kept his distance behind the bloody, demonic yokai as it grunted and slipped through the forest. The creature occasionally stood to take a look around and sniffed the air before moving on. Enkhmaa’s yellow robes were all but torn to shreds by this point, barely holding on by threads, just a portion now covering the left side of the yokai’s body. 
 
    It was getting darker, not only because the sun was starting to set, but also because the canopy above them had grown thicker than any place Danzen had been in the Asura Forest thus far. 
 
    Every now and then, Danzen had to clench his hands together and release them, letting go of some of the tension he was experiencing as he moved through the darkened woods, bars of light cutting through the trees barely illuminating the path, his heart constantly beating faster than normal. 
 
    The thickness of the forest created a vacuum of sorts. Danzen felt like he had stepped into another world, one where he didn’t have the power that he had in his own world, his superhuman strength and stamina doing nothing for him at the moment as he started to sweat, nervousness pressing through in the form of perspiration. 
 
    He expected an ambush. 
 
    He expected dozens of these fiendish, one-eyed child-sized creatures to descend on him at once. 
 
    Perhaps it wasn’t so bad if his demons were unleashed out here, but they would be much harder to track if that were the case; it would be difficult to stop them from eventually reaching Chutham or Suja Village. 
 
    Handling damage control would outweigh any of the benefits that would come with truly unleashing his true power in the forest. Then again, if this creature was able to come under his spell through his Demon Speak ability, perhaps the others would as well. 
 
    He only hoped that Enkhmaa was still alive. 
 
    What Danzen wasn’t expecting to see was the light of a tiny glade pressing through the forest ahead of them, his eyes having to adjust to the brightness. 
 
    The two reached the opening in a matter of minutes, the yokai crouching as he looked up at the sky. It made a cooing sound with its throat. 
 
    Danzen stood there with his sword drawn, his muscles pulsing as he scanned the tree line, waiting for other, similar creatures to arrive.  
 
    He swiveled, sensing something behind. 
 
    He swiveled back to the direction he had just been facing, Danzen’s heartbeat roaring in his ears now. 
 
    A calming breath helped some, Danzen able to focus better on the woods, his eyes twitching as he looked for any signs of movement. 
 
    His attention broke when the yokai made the sound with its throat again, a maniacal cooing noise that forced the hairs on the back of Danzen’s neck to stand to attention. 
 
    He had to blink twice when he saw a woman now seated at the far end of the glade, the dark-purple robes covering her chest parted, her breasts exposed. The woman was completely faceless. Her skin was light gray, the color of a morning sky before it rained. She hovered above the ground like a ghoul. 
 
    Danzen could tell she was looking at him even though she didn’t have any facial features. Her head was tilted to the side, her long, dark hair flowing over her shoulder, strands of it lightly moving in the breeze. 
 
    The child-sized yokai ran toward the faceless woman. The woman swooped down and brought it into her arms, immediately noticing the blood that had since dried on the creature's chest and shoulder. 
 
    She looked back up to Danzen, and that was all it took. 
 
    The forest around him began to melt away, crumbling as if there had been an earthquake, the trees falling into deep gorges. 
 
    Suddenly, Danzen stood before the steps of the Diyu Brotherhood, which extended half a mile up to a ridge along Mount Laksh, the city of Sainshand behind him. He was intimately familiar with these steps, scaling them with heavy objects a favorite punishment of many of his teachers. 
 
    Still in shock at the transformation of his surroundings, Danzen looked around for the faceless woman to no avail. 
 
    Instead, he saw a different woman with a scarf draped over her head. She approached the Brotherhood, a baby in her arms. He stood behind the woman now, watching as she knelt before the steps. 
 
    The woman kissed the baby on the forehead and placed it on the bottom step. She looked up to the top of the steps before finally standing, a wind rippling through her robes, the woman bowing her head, sobbing. 
 
    She started to back away and stopped, returning to the baby and kissing the child once again. 
 
    The woman finally turned, Danzen startled when he saw that she too was faceless, and that she held a long staff with a bolt of energy glowing at its tip. 
 
    The woman struck Danzen with a bolt of energy, which sent him flying backward. 
 
    Danzen gasped as the ground started to bubble at his feet, as he looked to his forearm to see that there was a cut, that a line of blood was slowly moving down his arm toward his elbow. 
 
    Clawed hands moved out of the opening portal in the ground and reached for Danzen, the claws digging into his flesh as he struggled to get to his feet. 
 
    This wasn’t real, it wasn’t actually happening. 
 
    He wasn’t at the Diyu Brotherhood.  
 
    He was in the Genshin Valley, in the Asura Forest. 
 
    Trickery. 
 
    But as he saw the mangled faces of the demons that came coupled with his laceration, Danzen discarded this thought. 
 
    It was real. 
 
    His first reaction was to save the baby; that was, until he looked up to the woman to see that she was now floating before him, her robes hanging down to the ground as demons crawled toward her, staff still in her hand. 
 
    Danzen’s natural response was to try to run, but there was a rock wall directly behind him, one that had seemingly sprouted from nowhere. 
 
    He flipped back around to find the faceless woman even closer to him now, her robe starting to extend toward him. 
 
    Sending power into his legs, power that he assumed was enhanced due to his demons being unleashed, Danzen sprung into the air. As he did, everything flashed away and he was suddenly back in the Genshin Valley, just above the glade. 
 
    Sucking in a deep breath, he started to fall forward, toward the canopy again. 
 
    He managed to land and spring back into the air again, Danzen not looking back as he moved from tree to tree, feeling like the faceless woman was just on his tail.  
 
    It had all been an illusion, he knew that now, but he couldn’t shake the fear he was experiencing as a woman’s voice sounded off in his head. 
 
    Come back, my child… 
 
    He ignored the voice as he twisted through the wind, Danzen flinging himself from treetop to treetop. 
 
    He continued at this breakneck pace until he was sure that he was far enough away from the robed woman to gather his thoughts. 
 
    Danzen stopped at the top of the last tree and made it to a limb below. From there, he swung to another limb and finally reached the forest floor. 
 
    He turned around and withdrew his blade, which he didn’t remember sheathing. The former assassin held it with both hands as he waited for something to come in. 
 
    But nothing came.  
 
    Still with his eyes on the forest, Danzen quickly checked his arm to see that he hadn’t been cut, that it had indeed been an illusion. 
 
    His pulse still racing, Danzen once again leaped to the top of the nearest tree and started moving in a southwesterly direction, to his monastery. 
 
    He was going to need to research how to slay this particular yokai. 
 
    He only hoped that Enkhmaa, wherever she was, would last another day. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen arrived at his monastery just as the sun started to set. 
 
    Hopping down from this pedestal, Yama greeted Danzen, the former assassin placing his hand on the stone lion dog’s head. Before moving inside his monastery, he stepped around the back, Yama following him, to check on Basan. 
 
    The chicken clucked, and let loose a burst of fire, which caused Yama to snort and growl. Basan flapped her wings a little, Danzen shaking his head at the noise. Hungry after his rapid travel to his monastery, he grabbed a pail of water from the well. 
 
    Once he was back inside, he brought the water to boil on the stove. Danzen added some wild onions, dried meat, and a fat carrot that he quickly sliced up. 
 
    As it boiled, he moved to his bedroom and turned the lantern on. 
 
    He sat, his field diary in his hands as he flipped through the pages. There had to be over a hundred entries, Danzen quickly scanning each of them, looking for something that described what he had encountered. 
 
    He kept skimming through the text, coming up short in the end.  
 
    Nothing mentioned a faceless woman in robes, nor did he see anything about a demonic, one-eyed child.  
 
    The smell of the boiling soup reaching his nostrils, Danzen closed the field diary and went to the kitchen, using a ladle to scoop the soup into a bowl. He sipped from this as he returned to his place before the lamp. 
 
    As he sipped from the bowl of soup, he continued to flip through the diary, hoping he had missed something. 
 
    But from what he could tell, he hadn’t. 
 
    Was it perhaps a new yokai? 
 
    This thought troubled him.  
 
    Of all the times to encounter one that hadn’t been cataloged… 
 
    Danzen finished the rest of the soup and made the split-second decision to go to the village. He would start with Elder Sonders, Danzen having this feeling that the older man would certainly know if any additional yokai texts existed. 
 
    For a moment he thought about stopping at Sarnai’s place, but her knowledge of these creatures seemed to be based more in lore and old wives' tales than they did reality. He would probably need to stop by Pancha’s as well, to assure the former stableman that he was working on the case. 
 
    Even though there was no set deadline, Danzen knew he didn’t have a lot of time. 
 
    Grabbing his satchel, Danzen stuffed his diary in it, his fingers grazing against the mask he’d made back at Maral’s home.  
 
    Once he was outside, he locked up, Yama coming to him. 
 
    “Take care of the place,” he told the lion dog as he headed toward the main road. 
 
    Stars began appearing in the sky above Danzen as he made his way to town, his hood down so he could keep an eye on his periphery. 
 
    Danzen couldn’t suppress the feeling of anxiety that he was experiencing. 
 
    Not only had the being he encountered done something to his mind, but he was certain the faceless woman, or perhaps her underling, had done something to the young girl. 
 
    Once again, Danzen recalled Enkhmaa riding a horse the last time he’d seen her. He hadn’t seen any other children in yellow robes, most people in the village preferring darker clothing. 
 
    No, it was definitely her robes, and he could only hope that she was still alive by the time he understood what he was up against. 
 
    There wasn’t a single part of Danzen that questioned his concern for her well-being. Perhaps two years ago, a voice at the back of his head would have reminded him that he could always move on, that lives were always at stake anywhere in the world. 
 
    But no longer. 
 
    Danzen was still an outsider to many in the community, but he was increasingly coming to understand his role here, that the little good he could do to help a troubled world was a cure for his own regret. 
 
    The former assassin reached the outskirts of Suja Village and moved into the residential area behind the main street. He hadn’t been to the Elder’s home before, but it wasn’t very hard to find: Danzen simply located the largest house, one easily two or three times the size of any of the homes he’d seen thus far, including Temur and Maral’s large home. 
 
    Although the man’s yard was dark, Danzen could smell the flowers as soon as he stepped through the open gate. He could see the outline of dark bushes as he made his way up a stone walkway, which had been freshly swept. 
 
    He knocked on the door, and expected a servant to answer it only to be surprised when Elder Sonders came to greet him. 
 
    “Pilgrim,” the older man said instead of hello. He leaned onto a cane with the head of a wolf, a purple stone in its mouth. Elder Sonders wore a sleep hat that matched his dark-purple silk robes, a pair of leather sandals on his feet. “You are aware that I don’t normally see people this late, right?” 
 
    “I need help.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “I’m trying to help Pancha recover his daughter.” 
 
    “His granddaughter, I’m aware.” The Elder nodded for Danzen to come inside. “Please, let’s talk about this somewhere else, somewhere I can sit down.” 
 
    Danzen followed the man in and took off his boots at the front door.  
 
    He pressed his feet into a pair of house slippers designated for guests, only then looking up to the foyer, noticing just how expansive the place was, everything immaculate including a polished stone floor unlike anything he’d seen thus far in the valley, which mostly utilized the wood from the Asura Forest for construction. 
 
    The Elder motioned Danzen into the study, and from there to a chair which sat facing a fireplace that had a pair of bull horns above the mantle. At least that’s what Danzen thought they were. He’d actually never seen horns that large before. 
 
    Elder Sonders took the second seat, casting his gaze onto the fire, which was slowly dying down. 
 
    “I like to be cold when I sleep,” he told Danzen, “so I usually let it warm the house up as much as it can before I head to bed.” 
 
    Danzen nodded, not that interested in discussing the older man’s domestic affairs. 
 
    But he could tell by the Elder’s relaxed body posture that this was going to be part of their conversation, so rather than jumping right into it, Danzen figured he would feign some concern. 
 
    “And what about Shedrup? How is he?” 
 
    “He’s detoxing right now,” the Elder said, the corners of his lips tightening, dragging the shadows down with them. “In the basement.” 
 
    “In the basement?” 
 
    “I’ve had to do it before.” 
 
    Danzen waited for him to say something more, and when Elder Sonders didn’t, he started speaking again. “I went after Enkhmaa, as you know. I encountered a child-like yokai with a single eye who was wearing her robes and fought it. Rather than kill it, I let it get away,” Danzen said, fudging the truth just a bit, “and followed it. I came to an opening in the forest, where I encountered a faceless woman in robes.” 
 
    “A faceless woman, huh?” The Elder nodded, considering this for a moment as he stared at the slowly dying fire. If he was surprised by what Danzen told him, he didn’t let on. “Please, continue.” 
 
    “She did something to my mind.” 
 
    “Really? What’s that?” 
 
    “She forced me to have a flashback, a memory that I don’t even remember having. Something about my childhood. I don’t even know if it’s true. I managed to get out of there.” 
 
    “And that’s it?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. “I checked the diary that the Abbot left behind,” he said, going for the leather-bound book.  
 
    He handed it to Elder Sonders. 
 
    “I see, so he was keeping track of yokai,” said the older man as he perused the pages, occasionally licking his lips. 
 
    “He did, but I can’t find the two I encountered.” 
 
    “This is a very rudimentary description of some of these beings,” the Elder finally told him as he handed the field diary back to Danzen. 
 
    “I figured as much. But everything I have encountered thus far has been in this book.” 
 
    “I see,” said the man as he inhaled deeply. “Then it is time for you to expand your research capabilities.” Elder Sonders gestured toward the library in the next room. “Have at it. There are two books in particular that I believe would be of great benefit to you. When you grow tired, there’s also a guest room attached to the study as well. This home used to belong to a researcher, believe it or not. A wealthy one at that. He fell asleep so often in his library that his family had an additional room added where he could rest. There’s still a cot in there, and I’ve kept the room up. The sheets should be fresh, and the cot is quite comfortable. Have at it. And good luck tomorrow,” the older man said as he started to stand. “I’ve got to get to bed.” 
 
    “I think I will have to go back tonight.” 
 
    “I would advise you not to travel through the forest at night. Whatever it is you’re going to face, may be easier to deal with during the daylight.” Elder Sonders stopped halfway across the room. “And one more thing.” 
 
    “Yes?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “If you hear any sounds from the basement below, ignore them. Shedrup’s getting better, but he still has night terrors.”


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The library was fairly expansive, Danzen Ravja eventually finding a section at the bottom of one of the shelves that contained books that were bound much more crudely than the other books. While their bindings were barely hanging on by threads, their leather covers brittle and blackened, the pages inside were intact. 
 
    He started with the book titled The Night Parade of Genshin Valley Yokai. 
 
    He was seated at a table in the study now, a lantern near him, his field diary opened along with the book, Danzen cross-referencing the information and finding that the verbiage was almost exactly the same.  
 
    It seemed that Abbot Mergen had copied many of the descriptions directly. He wondered then why the man had taken the time to write all the information down, unless… 
 
    Danzen glanced at the binding again and nodded, something telling him that these books were quite rare, that copies may not have existed. 
 
    Maybe the Abbot was planning to publish his own volume at some point, but he never got around to it. 
 
    Danzen pushed the field diary to the side and started back in on the first volume, carefully skimming through the pages and looking for a few keywords as he did so. The information was bountiful, Danzen letting the written word pass over him as he continued his hunt over the course of the next two hours. 
 
    He moved to the second volume, occasionally stopping when a strange description caught his attention, Danzen ultimately moving on. 
 
    There would be a day in which he would be able to dig deeper into these books, but now wasn’t the time. 
 
    He had to find what he was looking for. 
 
    It was in the middle of the second book that he came to a description that fit what he had encountered. 
 
    Mu-Onna is a type of vengeful mother spirit whose child died from miscarriage, famine, or war. Because they no longer have a child of their own, they are known for kidnapping other people’s children, which she then turns to her own child through mental trickery. This results in the kidnapped child becoming feral and deformed, and never growing past the age of seven in appearance, their bodies slowly deteriorating within. 
 
    The Mu-Onna is faceless, but looking upon her triggers one's own childhood memories that she is able to warp to suit her needs, which is how she prevents people from rescuing their children. Those that come under her spell also are said to become warriors that she can exploit. However, there has only been one documented case of this happening. 
 
    Mu-Onna are unable to gaze upon their own reflection, which is why they avoid streams and other bodies of water. It is nearly impossible to combat one, but they exist in such low numbers that encounters are quite rare. 
 
    If a person has had their child abducted by a Mu-Onna, one option for retrieval would be a blind warrior. But be aware, they are able to take multiple children, and any of the children they have already turned will fight for them. 
 
    Flipping to the first blank page of the field diary, Danzen began copying down the information verbatim, and as he reread the passage about the Mu-Onna, an idea came to him. 
 
    He knew what he needed to do now, how he would kill the yokai and rescue Enkhmaa, if she was still alive.  
 
    Danzen had once trained with a blind assassin named Nomin, who also used a boomerang sword. She had been brought up at a different branch of the Brotherhood.  
 
    In his twenties, the two had been assigned several assassinations together, and she insisted upon observing his skills before they set out. Nomin was already advanced at that time when it came to bending her echo, the rumor being that she had made it all the way to the Crystal Mancer level. 
 
    As Danzen retired to the small bedroom that had been built off the study, he remembered Nomin and how fond of her he’d become in such a short amount of time. 
 
    The petite woman had a sense of humor about her that seemed off-putting at first, but this quickly became one of her best features. She could be quite morbid, and especially vulgar, but when it came time to killing, she was one of the best that the Brotherhood had. 
 
    This was why they generally sent her to the unexplored lands in the north, looking for marks who had hoped to escape to some of the outer colonies there. 
 
    She was unsuspecting, and she knew how to play up her handicap, the frail, blind woman easily able to turn people to her side once they got to know her. 
 
    But Nomin was also ruthless, her training sessions with Danzen a constant reminder that there was someone who was better than him.  
 
    She knew not to draw blood, but had she done so, he was sure that she was one of only a few people who would have been able to slay the demons he unleashed and continue to fight him at the same time. 
 
    And that was ten or fifteen years ago.  
 
    Danzen hoped she wasn’t hunting him. There was no telling how strong Nomin was now. 
 
    At least his time with her would play to his advantage when dealing with the Mu-Onna. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “Pilgrim?” Elder Sonders asked as Danzen stepped into the dining room. 
 
    It was morning now, the light entering the home reflecting off particles of dust in the air. 
 
    “What are you doing?” the older man asked as Danzen located his voice and turned to him. “Why are you wearing that thing over your face?” 
 
    Danzen had his mask on backward. As if everything was normal, he took a seat at the table, tilting his head as he looked at the man. 
 
    “You are mad…” 
 
    “No, I’m practicing,” Danzen finally told him. 
 
    “To be a blind man?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. “I’ve got to get used to this again.” 
 
    “You plan to leave town this way, just walking out with your eyes covered?” the Elder asked, not knowing how to interpret the strange man who sat before him, his mask made of a patchwork of fabrics. 
 
    Danzen shook his head. “I need some reflective beads. I have seen them on some of the women’s clothing before in the First District, small mirrors that can be stitched onto fabric. Are you familiar with what I’m talking about?” 
 
    “Take off your mask, it’s bothering me.” The Elder paused as both of them heard something from below. “Sounds like Shedrup is up…” 
 
    Danzen removed his mask and placed it on the table. “I know what has taken Enkhmaa.” 
 
    “The books helped then, huh?” 
 
    “Yes, if you are referring to the two volumes on yokai.” 
 
     The Elder smiled. There was a cup of tea sitting before him, a curl of steam lifting off the surface of the liquid. “I figured you would find them helpful.” 
 
    “They would be most helpful in what I would like to do here in Genshin Valley.” 
 
    “I’m sure, but you can’t have them,” he said, still with a smile on his face. “You can, however, come and take notes whenever you please. These were given to me by my predecessor, who was given the texts by his predecessor. I can’t let you have them.” 
 
    “I’m not asking for them.” 
 
    “Good. In that case, you know where they are if you need them.” Elder Sonders cleared his throat. “Breakfast will be delivered soon, so if you would like to stay, I encourage you to do so. After that, you can head to the First District, I suppose, and get the beads you are referring to. The market there has a garment section. Surely you will be able to find something. But don’t go around town wearing a mask.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    “It’ll bring attention, and I can’t seem to shake this feeling that you’re the kind of guy that doesn’t like having attention brought to you.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen reached the First District of Suja Village, which ran along the side of a body of water known as Lake Green, named so because the algae beneath the surface gave the lake an emerald-like appearance. 
 
    Some of the nicer homes of the Second District spilled out into the First, taking advantage of the lakefront views, a boardwalk in construction that would wrap around the western-facing side of the lake. 
 
    The other side of the district featured one of the access points that led to Chutham. Because of its proximity, most of the markets had been set up here to take advantage of shorter traveling times. 
 
    Danzen hadn’t spent much time in the First District, only visiting the market, never bothering with the seat of local government or the lakeside spas and pleasure houses, one of which he’d heard was an extension of the pleasure house in Chutham, a place where they sent the courtesans that had seen better days. 
 
    At least that was a conversation he’d overheard once in the tavern. 
 
    As he passed the pleasure house, Danzen remembered Eva Yin, the woman who ran the main branch in Chutham. He hadn’t thought about her in a while, but whatever she had done with her form, going from an older woman to a young girl, had surely been accomplished by exploiting a remnant. 
 
    He couldn’t imagine that she had actually bent her echo enough to accomplish this task on her own. Then again, people of the valley had proved him wrong on several occasions. 
 
    The day was warming up, the main thoroughfare dusty from a few horse-drawn carriages making their way to the Third District. There was a hint of something sweet to the air, Danzen trying to figure out where it came from and discovering a confectionery. 
 
    He felt a bit more exposed in this part of the village, children shying away from him, a few men grumbling as he moved by, the locals wearing xenophobia on their sleeves as if they were arm badges. 
 
    He had experienced this the first time he’d come to the district and every time since, Danzen wondering if there would be a point that the things he had done would somehow reach the First District, paring some of their suspicions. 
 
    After locating the market, he weaved his way through it to the garment section, Danzen finally removing his hood after he came to a small booth that sold embellishments. 
 
    “I’m looking for something reflective,” Danzen told the girl, who couldn’t have been old enough to own the booth herself. No, by the looks of it she was likely running the booth for her parents or a relative. 
 
    “Excuse me?” she asked, looking up at him, startled by his sudden appearance. 
 
    Danzen repeated what he’d just told her. 
 
    The youth gestured toward a shelf with jewelry on it. 
 
    “Not jewelry,” Danzen told her. “Something that I can sew onto fabric that is reflective.” 
 
    She hopped down from her stool, and got a crate out from beneath one of the tables. The girl opened it, showing Danzen a swath of fabric that featured circle mirrors that were half an inch in diameter, stitched together by black fabric. 
 
    “Yes,” said Danzen. “I only need a little.”  
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “Enough to cover a mask.” 
 
    Surprisingly, the girl understood what he meant, measuring out the fabric with her hand. She retrieved a pair of scissors from the front of her robes, from a specially stitched pouch for shears. 
 
    After cutting it, she handed the fabric to Danzen, telling him that it would be just a few kip. 
 
    He paid her and moved on. 
 
    The faster he could get out of the First District, the better. 
 
    It took him almost forty-five minutes to go from the start of the First District to the exit of the Third, mostly because the main road that stretched between the two districts was heavy with traffic, more people out than normal, Danzen forced to walk slower than he would have liked and always keep his guard up. 
 
    The kind of people that were looking for him knew how to use large crowds as camouflage, which was something Danzen himself had used from time to time to kill a mark. 
 
    It was surprisingly easy to end someone’s life with hundreds of people around, all of them none the wiser. 
 
    Even though he wasn’t feeling like being very social, he stopped by Khamdo and Sarnai’s home, finding that the carpenter was gone. His wife was there, however, and as soon as she opened the door, she invited him in. 
 
    “I’m in a hurry,” Danzen told her. 
 
    “Nonsense. You should eat something.” 
 
    “I need to find Pancha’s home. I need to update him on…” 
 
    She gasped. “Is Enkhmaa dead?” 
 
    “Not yet,” he told her, even though he didn’t know if this was the truth or not. 
 
    “Come in,” she said. “Sit down before you leave. Talk to me. I just put Leegan down for a nap.” 
 
    “I really should be going.” 
 
    “It will only take a minute. I was just making something, a potato and carrot salad. I think you’ll like it,” the portly woman said, smiling at him, a few strands of hair falling into her face. 
 
    Danzen begrudgingly accepted her offer, figuring he could use the time to make his mask. 
 
    As she finished up in the kitchen, Danzen quickly went about sewing the circular mirrors onto the back of his mask. He used as much of the fabric as he could, and then placed it on the table.  
 
    He took a few steps back and looked down at the mask, noticing that he could clearly make out his reflection. 
 
    “What are you making?” Sarnai asked as she came into the dining room with a large bowl of potato and carrot salad, which she had tossed with fresh cream and green onions. 
 
    “It’s something I may need.” 
 
    Danzen knew better than to tell her what he had encountered in the Asura Forest.  
 
    He would need to see if he could kill the Mu-Onna first and save the girl. Even if he was able to do so, it would probably be a bad idea to tell people that these kinds of yokai were out there. 
 
    “I’ll just take your word for it,” she finally said once she realized that he wasn’t going to elaborate.  
 
    “Thanks,” he told her. 
 
    Sarnai did all of the talking as Danzen ate, Khamdo’s wife telling him about some of the rumors going around town, and about a rich man in Chutham whose older son had disappeared. 
 
    Danzen never commented on any of it aside from the occasional grunt, especially the gossip about the man’s son, Danzen pretty sure that he was one of the men who had gone after the fire chicken, the brute of the group known as Harsha. 
 
    He was just about to excuse himself when Sarnai cleared her throat. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Well, let me see it.” 
 
    “See what?” 
 
    “The mask.” 
 
    Danzen made a noise with his throat. 
 
    “Don’t be shy. I want to see what it looks like on you.” 
 
    Danzen placed the mask on, the mirrored section at the back of his head. Danzen turned the mask around his head, his eyes suddenly covered by the fabric. 
 
    “How are you going to see with that on?” she asked him. 
 
    “I have my ways,” said Danzen. 
 
    As if she wanted to test him, she slowly began to pick up the serving spoon, her movement causing the sound of her apron to rub against the sleeve of her robe. 
 
    While Danzen couldn’t see what she was doing, he did start to notice something he had experienced the last time he’d tried something like this, something Nomin the assassin had shown him. 
 
    Danzen could sense the outline of the woman standing before him, and as soon as he sensed her outline, he saw in his mind’s eye that she was holding the serving spoon in her left hand. 
 
    “You can see me?” Sarnai asked, waving the spoon at him. 
 
    Danzen looked to her waving hand, once again sensing the utensil’s outline, almost as if it were rimmed in electricity. 
 
    “You're holding a spoon in your left hand and waving it,” he told her. 
 
    “What are you?” she asked as she lowered the serving spoon.  
 
    Danzen pressed the mask up to the top of his forehead. “Thanks for lunch.” 
 
    He removed the mask and placed it in his satchel. Once he reached the door, he again confirmed the location of Pancha’s home. 
 
    It turned out to be in the direction of the Asura Forest, predictably on the far side of the Third District, just before the field that lay beyond the District’s end. 
 
    Sarnai followed him to the front door. Danzen knew she was watching him as he made his way down the lane. Feeling like she wanted something from him, he turned and waved to her, even offering her a rare smile.  
 
    Sarnai finally stepped back inside.


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Enkhmaa’s grandfather insisted on riding his horse down to the entrance to the Asura Forest alongside Danzen, the older, bowlegged man with a sword at his side, as if he were anticipating that Danzen would ask him to come along for the rescue. 
 
    At first, Danzen hadn’t told Pancha too much about what he had discovered in the forest, going along with the same pattern of reasoning that had shaped his explanation to Sarnai—Danzen didn’t want to scare the older man. 
 
    But Pancha would have none of that, even brandishing his sword at some point while they sat in the man’s dining room, pointing it at Danzen, glaring as he told him that he needed an answer. 
 
    Danzen didn’t take this gesture lightly; there was no question that he could have killed the elderly man in a flash, Pancha clearly unaware of what Danzen was capable of.  
 
    But in the end, this wasn’t his response to the man’s less-than-idle threat. No, Danzen understood by the way that his eyes quivered that Pancha was merely concerned for his granddaughter. 
 
    So Danzen told him what he had encountered, which had the effect of the man lowering his weapon.  
 
    Now, mounted on a different horse than he’d ridden the previous day, Pancha looked down at Danzen, his voice shaded by an apologetic tone as he spoke: “I’m sorry about my behavior back there. This is just…” He cleared his throat, glancing up momentarily as a raven moved over them, the blackbird settling in one of the trees. Danzen could have sworn it had three legs. 
 
    “Enkhmaa’s all we have. We don’t have any other grandchildren, and for that matter, we don’t have any other children. I would do anything for that girl.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “You say the word, and I’ll ride in there with you, Pilgrim. If this demon has my Enkhmaa, I’ll kill her.” 
 
    “Yes, you will,” said Danzen, recognizing in the man a demeanor he was all too familiar with. It wasn’t uncommon for assassins, especially when working in groups, to talk themselves up just to get a grip on the situation, especially less experienced ones. 
 
    Danzen had heard hours upon hours of self-assurances and boasting from both men and women, even from assassins that he generally thought of as strong and cunning enough to complete whatever task was presented to them. 
 
    The horse snorted, startling Pancha. “Sorry again, this just has me so riled up.” 
 
    “Return home,” Danzen told him. “I will do the best I can.” 
 
    “If not, I’ll talk to the Elders. We’ll get a whole army of men. We’ll burn this forest to the ground…” 
 
    Danzen looked to the woods, the way the trees held court above them, their shadows providing little light to the forest floor. He imagined the woods on fire, what the view would look like from his monastery, and finally shook his head. 
 
    “That won’t be necessary.” He stepped into the forest, and as he did, he went into his satchel and brought his mask out. 
 
    Danzen needed to orient himself before he took to the air, and he wanted Pancha to turn back to the village before he revealed one of the things he was capable of. 
 
    Moving deeper into the woods, he looked down at his mask, the mirrored circles reflecting small hints of light that cut through the canopy above, Danzen able to see his own face. 
 
    He almost didn’t recognize himself.  
 
    The former assassin had less of an edge to him now, something different about his eyes, his skin even. He hadn’t looked at himself much over the last two years, but it was almost as if some of the wrinkles that had taken shape on his forehead and in the corners of his eyes had started to fade away. 
 
    He still looked hardened, but less so in a way, less like a stone-cold killer and more like a man who had battled his inner monsters and lived to tell the tale. 
 
    Once Danzen was sure that Pancha had started to trot away, he placed the mask over his head. He pulled it down over his chin, everything going black. 
 
    He paused, sucking in a deep breath as he situated himself. 
 
    He didn’t have much time to get used to using this ability again, but now that he had recalled what it was like, mostly thanks to Sarnai asking him to put the mask on, Danzen quickly remembered the lessons that Nomin the blind assassin had taught him. 
 
    Everything was connected, and by bending one’s echo, a person could merely reach out to the strings of these connections, plucking at them. Since everything was connected, sight, while incredibly useful, wasn’t as necessary as one would think. 
 
    As long as a person could sense their environment, and totally place their trust into the remnants of Sunyata, of a heaven that had fallen and which moved through every person, they would be able to recognize these connections to their physical environment. 
 
    To prove what she meant, Nomin had instructed Danzen to fight her with a black blindfold over his eyes. 
 
    Predictably, his first attempt at this had been rather poor, but he’d grown better over the course of several days, and in the end, Danzen could see her outline rimmed in light, and was able to block her advances. 
 
    Of course, they hadn’t added weapons to the mix yet. 
 
    That came later, Nomin not the type to sugarcoat anything. 
 
    As the forest started to make itself clearer to him, the trees, roots, a few shrubs, rocks, everything with just a hint of light tracing along its outline, Danzen recalled his first blade fight with the blind assassin. 
 
    Even though she knew not to cut his flesh, that it would spawn something terrible, she came at him like this was her true intention. 
 
    Nomin performed a series of quick flashes on Danzen’s darkened field of vision, her speed and precision something to behold. 
 
    The sounds of their blades meeting had Danzen feeling like he was lagging, like he was going to finally miss her strike, and thus unleash a part of him that he preferred to hide. 
 
    But it never happened. 
 
    He was able to parry all of her attacks, Danzen overwhelmed by light once he removed the blindfold and saw the blind assassin standing before him. 
 
    She hadn’t even broken a sweat. 
 
    Now, as he moved through the woods, Danzen channeled what he had learned from her. 
 
    He could sense animals around him, perhaps yokai, and while he got tripped up a few times on roots or stones, he quickly fell into a comfortable gait, blindfolded Danzen growing increasingly confident as he moved deeper into the woods. 
 
    The power of sight was compelling, to say the least, but the other senses, the sounds, the textures of some of the trees he passed, the smells of everything from blooming flowers to animal droppings painted a picture in Danzen’s mind’s eye, one that he would need to maintain once he reached the Mu-Onna. 
 
    He continued like this for quite some time, his mirrored mask over his face, Danzen feeling closer to the environment than he had ever felt before. 
 
    Heaven had fallen, sprinkling her power across the land, which quickly became part of every living thing through their echo. And now, blindfolded in the middle of a forest that was considered forbidden, Danzen appreciated what Sunyata had given all of them, how it had in its own subtle way showed just how connected everything was. 
 
    Danzen could sense sunlight now through the leafy smell of plants around him, a glow radiating through the blotched fabric of his mask. He knew he was coming closer to the rocky outcrop where he had first encountered the demonic, one-eyed child. 
 
    Danzen slowly pressed his mask up to his forehead, keeping his eyes shut for a moment as a swath of pink painted across his eyelids. 
 
    He let his eyes adjust and finally opened them, Danzen confirming that he was about a hundred yards away from where he had first spotted the yokai. 
 
    After a deep breath out, Danzen crouched and shot into the air, leaping straight up and reaching a branch, which he then used to springboard even higher, until he was above the canopy, light as air as he started moving along the tree line toward the rocks. 
 
    He began moving faster, the wind blowing around him as he shot forward, Danzen flying in an arc over the rocks and landing on a branch on the other side. 
 
    He never put too much weight on the canopy as he continued in the direction of the glade. 
 
    The former assassin didn’t often travel in this way, moving from treetop to treetop. Not only would it bring attention to him, but he felt that it also made him prone to injury, which could lead to other things if his skin was cut. 
 
    Danzen saw the opening of the glade up ahead, and he hoped to Sunyata that was the one he was looking for, the Mu-Onna’s location. 
 
    He took a final leap forward, and as he made his way to the ground, he brought both hands up and pulled the mirrored mask over his face. Danzen landed and immediately withdrew his blade, breathing heavily. 
 
    A screech met his ears and he loosed his blade at the sound.  
 
    He cursed under his breath when his weapon returned to its scabbard, Danzen not taking enough time to become familiar with his surroundings before launching an attack. 
 
    Something scrambled toward him, the outline of the demonic child coming to Danzen at the very last second. He stepped aside and brought his elbow down against the back of the yokai’s head. 
 
    Snarling, it grabbed Danzen from behind, the former assassin’s response being to throw another elbow and try to buck it off. 
 
    Once he sensed that the yokai was about to bite him, Danzen shot backward, sending his power into his heels and slamming the creature into the trunk of a tree. 
 
    The demonic child let out a low grunt. Danzen swiveled with his sword drawn and cut it down, killing it instantly. 
 
    Another scream came to his attention, one that was amplified as he turned to his left. 
 
    Danzen caught the sound of robes beating in the wind, and for a split second, he thought they were coming toward him. 
 
    But no, they were moving away. 
 
    He also heard the yelp of a different voice, one that sounded human, that of a child. 
 
    The stench of blood now reaching his nostrils, Danzen moved away from the yokai he had slain, following the rustling robes, lights flashing against the inside of his mask. 
 
    The Mu-Onna moved quickly, more muffled screams coming to Danzen as he entered the woods again, everything once again coming to him in a subtle outline. 
 
    He could tell by the darkness washing over him that they were moving deeper into the forest, a thought coming to Danzen that was quickly confirmed once the rustling sound stopped. 
 
    He tried to silence his breathing as he waited for the woman to respond, his hand on the hilt of his sword. He knew it was too dark now for her to actually see her own reflection, which would prevent his tactic from working.  
 
    With this in mind, Danzen slowly turned his chin up. 
 
    She advanced, swooping up behind him, grabbing Danzen by the back of his neck. Her robes beat around him as her whispery voice appeared inside his head. 
 
    You will be mine… 
 
    My warrior… 
 
    You will be mine… 
 
    My demon warrior… 
 
    Danzen would later think of the mistake that she’d made at that moment. 
 
    Everything would have turned out differently if she had driven her nails into his flesh; instead she continued to squeeze the back of his neck and whisper, Danzen sending all his power into his legs and shooting up, breaking free of the canopy. 
 
    They reached the sky above and he turned as best he could, the Mu-Onna finally able to see her own reflection.  
 
    She pushed away from him, screaming as Danzen drove his blade into her stomach. 
 
    He latched his hand to her shoulder as they fell. 
 
    As soon as they hit the top of the trees, he bounced up again, holding her now, forcing her to look upon herself with his blade in her stomach. The faceless woman wailed as Danzen bounced up again, as he forced her to see herself through eyes she didn’t even have. 
 
    Her body went limp and she let out a final, muffled yelp. 
 
    Just to make sure she was actually dead, Danzen dropped back down into the forest and grabbed the spectral yokai by the back of her hair. 
 
    He swiftly ran Astra across her neck, severing her head. 
 
    Then he heard another scream. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It took Danzen a moment to realize just how frightening he must have looked, a man wearing a mask made of mirrors holding a faceless woman’s severed head, hunched over and gripping a bloodied sword, breathing heavily. 
 
    That was why the young girl had screamed, and as Danzen tilted his head toward her cry, he quickly removed his mask and stuffed it in his satchel. 
 
    He dropped what was left of the Mu-Onna to the ground, the woman’s head rolling into a gnarled tree stump. 
 
    “Enkhmaa!” Danzen shouted, finding a voice that he barely recognized. 
 
    It had been a long time since he cried at the top of his lungs, the feeling almost foreign to him. 
 
    He was so caught up in the moment—the pillar of light coming through the canopy from where he had just descended, the darkness of the forest, the sound of the young girl's feet as she ran deeper into the woods—that he momentarily forgot the unique power he possessed that would have allowed him to command her to turn back to him, to obey his every demand. 
 
    And even with all his training, everything he had been through over the last twenty years, instinct took over and Danzen chased after her, running at full speed now, sure he would catch the girl. 
 
    It was only when he fell into a deep hole that he wished he had kept his mask on, that maybe paying attention to his surroundings would have done him good. 
 
    The fall hurt, Danzen lending in a pile of rocks covered in bones and matted leaves. 
 
    He pressed himself up, fear shooting through him as he patted down his body, hoping that there weren’t any abrasions, that he hadn’t broken skin. 
 
    Danzen was just about to spring to the top of the deep hole, when he heard something behind him. 
 
    A giant paw struck him in the back, Danzen flying forward, barely able to stop his face from cracking against a wall of rock. He withdrew his blade in an instant and spun around to find a towering bear-like creature standing on its two hind legs. 
 
    The beast had a big snout and small eyes that reflected just a bit of light cutting through the trees. Its fur was brown, Danzen not certain if it was a bear or not, never having seen one so large. 
 
    The beast roared again, its foul breath berating his nostrils. Danzen sent all of the energy he had into his legs and jumped to the top of the hole, to regroup for just a moment. 
 
    The creature scrambled out of the hole in a matter of seconds, Danzen now noticing scratch marks on the roots near the hole, the former assassin realizing he had fallen into its den. 
 
    “Enkhmaa!” he shouted over his shoulder. “Your grandpa sent me. It’s not safe here!” 
 
    Danzen heard the girl shriek, the dark forest disorienting him, the arcs of light giving it a pinwheel effect as he spun around, trying to locate her sound. 
 
    Danzen had bigger problems as the lumbering creature landed, now on all fours as it prepared to pounce. 
 
    It was now or never. 
 
    The next thing Danzen knew, he stood beside the creature, its head on the ground, Astra clenched tightly in his hand, his blade drenched in blood. 
 
    With a deep breath out, Danzen turned to see the creature fall to the side, its body twitching. 
 
    He approached the enormous beast and cleaned his blade against its fur. 
 
    “I know you…” 
 
    Danzen swiveled to find Enkhmaa standing there, the young girl shivering, partially nude. Her yellow robes had been stolen by the Mu-Onna’s twisted offspring, leaving Enkhmaa in a pair of shorts and boots. 
 
    “Don’t run,” Danzen told her as he slowly placed his blade back in its scabbard. 
 
    The girl’s teeth chattered as she watched him for a moment, as she hesitated. 
 
    Danzen looked to the carcass of the bear-like being, the smell of blood once again reaching him, turning his stomach.  
 
    He glanced down to his own robes. 
 
    He hadn’t brought a spare set this time around, Danzen under the assumption that he wouldn’t be spending the night in the forest. 
 
    With a deep breath out, he withdrew his blade again, the girl making a noise with her throat. 
 
    “This should help.” 
 
    Danzen started to cut at the fabric around his waist, keeping his belt intact. He reached the point where he needed it to be cut in the back and he looked to Enkhmaa. “Care to help me? I think you can rip it from here.” 
 
    Enkhmaa finished ripping off the top of his robes, and placed them on her body, slipping her arms into the long sleeves, which hung well past her hands. 
 
    “Better?” 
 
    She shivered. “I’m freezing…” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do,” Danzen said as he returned to the bear. “Have you ever seen an animal get skinned before?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “It’s not going to smell great, the fur, but it will keep you warm.” 
 
    “How far are we?” she asked in a tiny voice, one that seemed muffled by the forest. 
 
    “If we go on foot it will take us several hours. There are other ways to go.” Danzen worked on removing the yokai’s fur, moving quickly, taking just enough to craft a makeshift, sleeveless overcoat for the girl. 
 
    He used his sword to punch through a pair of armholes, wishing he had brought a smaller blade. He almost felt guilty for using Astra in such a primitive way, as if the sword were judging him. 
 
    In the end, what he created looked absolutely terrible, smelled of iron, and was definitely sticky on the outer side of the pelt. 
 
    But it would work. 
 
    And in the time it took him to craft this, Danzen had come to a decision. 
 
    There would be no flying back to Suja Village, even if it was easier.  
 
    He was going to have to walk, and he didn’t expect the girl to walk with him. No, he would carry her on his back, where she could stay warm. 
 
    There was already a chill in the air by the time he handed her the overcoat, Enkhmaa practically ripping it out of his hands so she could put it on. “What about you?” she asked, still shivering. 
 
    “I’ll get warm soon enough.” Danzen turned his back to her and got down onto one knee. “Hop on.” 
 
    Enkhmaa did as instructed, Danzen glad for the warmth on his back even if it was sticky from the bear hide. 
 
    He had a general idea of the direction he should be going now, which was confirmed as he came across the Mu-Onna’s head. 
 
    “Look away,” he said as they passed it, Enkhmaa’s body shifting as she turned her head to the other side. 
 
    “W-w-what was that thing?” 
 
    “A yokai. One who had at some point lost her child,” he told her, continuing on. 
 
    They came to the glade, Danzen now almost sure of the direction they were heading, once again telling Enkhmaa to look away so she wouldn’t see the other creature he had decapitated. 
 
    “She wasn’t so evil,” Enkhmaa said as they reached the rocky outcrop. “She didn’t hurt me. She said I was a nice girl, that she wanted to be my mother.” 
 
    “How did you get to the forest anyway?” Danzen asked as he picked up his pace.  
 
    “I wanted to pick flowers for my grandmother, and there are some lilies that only grow in the morning. That’s when you have to pick them. So I got up early and climbed out my window. I’ve done it before. And I didn’t go into the forest or anything…” 
 
    “And then she took you?” 
 
    “Not her, her boy. The one-eyed boy. I tried to fight back, but then he picked up a big rock and threatened me…” Her voice quivered. “I didn’t know what to do.” 
 
    “You’re safe now.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I ran away from you and you had to fight that bear. Do you think it was really a bear? I’ve never heard of one that big.” 
 
    “I don’t know what it was. And I understand,” Danzen told her, imagining himself from her perspective, his mirror mask, the head of a faceless woman in his hand, his sword covered in crimson. 
 
    Any child would run. 
 
    “You’re safe now,” he repeated as he began moving faster and faster, not wanting Enkhmaa to notice just how quickly he could actually move if he wanted to. 
 
    The sun started to set, and the forest grew darker by the minute.  
 
    Colder. 
 
    Danzen also couldn’t shake this feeling that something was watching him. 
 
    He knew there were countless eyes on him, and as he moved through the woods, he all but expected one of them to make their presence known. 
 
    Enkhmaa wasn’t very heavy, and if he had to fight something with her on his back he certainly would do so. 
 
    But it wasn’t an ideal situation, especially if he ended up falling or she somehow managed to scratch him. 
 
    He had to move faster. 
 
    It was at the point that the wind was blowing past them that she noticed just how quickly he could move. “You sure are fast, Pilgrim,” she said, her arms now around his neck, her head next to his as she trusted him more and more. “Is that when I’m supposed to call you? That’s what everyone calls you.” 
 
    “Pilgrim is fine. We have to get out of the forest,” he told her, slowing down just a little. 
 
    One advantage of his speed was that it kept his body warm, something he realized every time he reduced his momentum. A cold wind seemed to be blowing in from the east, from the mountains, Danzen’s breaths growing shorter. Enkhmaa tucked her head next to his, the child looking for more warmth. 
 
    He began moving at full capacity, Danzen running quickly enough for the periphery to start to blur. 
 
    His focus became the spot just in front of him, making sure there weren’t any loose trunks, rocks, anything he could fall over. 
 
    He kept this pace for nearly an hour before he finally grew tired. 
 
    It was dark now, the moon nonexistent, Danzen second-guessing himself several times, hoping he hadn’t somehow gotten turned around. 
 
    But no. 
 
    He had to trust his instinct; he knew what he was doing. 
 
    The howl of an animal in the distance startled Enkhmaa, the young girl squeezing his neck all of a sudden, causing Danzen to choke. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said. 
 
    A beacon two or three hundred yards in front of him caught his attention, Danzen crouching now, moving low to the ground. 
 
    “What is it?” she whispered in his ear. 
 
    “Quiet,” he told her, his hand on the hilt of his blade. 
 
    The light grew increasingly brighter as he neared it, the wind coming from behind them now, Danzen not able to hear any sounds associated with what looked to be a series of flames, torches. 
 
    And then it dawned on him what it was. 
 
    He picked up his pace and ran toward the light. 
 
    Danzen burst out of the Asura Forest to find Pancha and several other men including Temur and Khamdo, all of them with torches and a few shoddy weapons. 
 
    “Enkhmaa?” Pancha asked, dropping the spear he held. “Enkhmaa!” 
 
    “Grandpa!”  
 
    The young girl hopped off Danzen’s back before he could slow, the change in weight causing him to stumble forward. 
 
    He landed on one knee and looked up to see her running to her grandfather’s open arms. 
 
    Khamdo approached him, his eyes wide as he handed the former assassin a sheepskin full of liquid. “Drink,” he said. “It’s ale. It’ll warm you. And thank you. Thank you, Pilgrim.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen only realized how exhausted he was once he reached Temur’s home, the man’s three boys waiting for their father alongside their mother on the front porch. 
 
    “What happened?” asked Maral as she took in the shirtless Danzen, who was covered in grime. Erdene, her oldest son, started to say something and she shushed him. 
 
    “It’s been a long day,” Temur told her.  
 
    They were joined by Khamdo, the carpenter offering several times now to help Danzen walk. While he was tired and cold, there was nothing about him that indicated that he needed any assistance keeping upright, Danzen shrugging him off several times in their walk back from the forest. 
 
    More than anything, he was cold, Danzen happy as hell to get inside, where it was much warmer. 
 
    “Bring him some of your brother’s robes,” Maral told her husband. Obedient as ever, Temur headed up the stairs, leaving Danzen in the foyer with Khamdo and Maral. 
 
    Khamdo cleared his throat. “I guess I should get going.” 
 
    “See you tomorrow?” Danzen asked. 
 
    Khamdo chuckled. “I got some other work I have to do tomorrow afternoon, a shed that needs rebuilding in the Second District. But in the morning? Sure. I’ll meet you here. And we still need to go by Pancha’s. Don’t forget.” 
 
    “Really, I don’t need anything…” 
 
    Pancha had wanted Danzen to come by his house tonight, but Khamdo and the others had insisted that he let the man get some rest, that he could just as easily stop by in the morning. 
 
    “What you did was something no one else here could have done,” Khamdo told him. “At least no one I know. I’m glad as hell you were able to get that girl. Sure, I had a torch and I was ready to go into those woods if I had to, but I would be lying if I said that I thought going after her at night was a good idea, especially with all the yokai that come out at night. Anyway, I’ll stop rambling. Thank you.” 
 
    And with that, the carpenter turned, waving goodbye to Temur and Maral’s boys, who were still on the front porch, the youngest elbowing his brother. 
 
    “You can sleep in here,” Maral said after she led Danzen to a small room on the first floor. There was a bed against the wall and a writing table not too far from it, the lantern on the table already lit. “I can have the boys bring hot water if you’d like. You look…” She didn’t finish the sentence. 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “We have a tub in that room,” she said, gesturing to a door in front of the bed. “Just sit for a moment, and I’ll have them take care of the water.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Danzen told her. 
 
    “No, you need to bathe. It’ll be nice. It’s my favorite tub in the house, actually. The newest one. Pretty big too.” She opened the door, showing Danzen what she meant. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said as he took a seat at the writing table. 
 
    Temur returned with a spare set of robes that looked freshly pressed. 
 
    “Feel free to keep these,” he said as he set them on the bed. “My brother has plenty of pairs here. He fancies this a summer home, but he never manages to make the time to stop by. He’s pretty busy with his business in Tudan.” Temur looked to the open door, the tub beyond. “Anyway, did she say she would get the boys to bring you water?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Good. Boys!” Temur called out of the room. “Water, fast, now.” 
 
    “Thanks again,” said Danzen, glad to be sitting, glad to be warm. 
 
    “There are bathhouses in the First and Second District, but this will be much nicer. Fewer people, too.” Temur stepped into the room with the tub and sparked up a lantern. “You know how this thing works, right?” 
 
    Danzen nodded.  
 
    The hotels he had stayed at out in the west would have shocked some of the local people, including the richer denizens in the First and Second District. Danzen was very well aware of how draining a bathtub worked. 
 
    “Good. They should be here with the warm water pretty soon. We already have the water; Erdene just needs to get the fire going beneath it again.” Temur stopped in the doorway, slowly turning back to Danzen. “Is there anything else you need? Are you hungry?” 
 
    Danzen hadn’t even thought about food. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Are you sure? You know what? Let me go ahead and get you something. We just finished eating not too long ago. There’s got to be a few pieces of chicken left.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Danzen ate. After he was done eating, he bathed, the water absolutely filthy by the time he got out of it. 
 
    It drained all the same, and once he had toweled off he returned to the bedroom and placed Temur’s brother’s robes on. 
 
    Danzen was asleep in a matter of minutes, no dreams, just a deep slumber. 
 
    The sound of one of the boys running upstairs woke him the next morning, the former assassin instinctively going for his blade. 
 
    Once he realized where he was, he sat up. He turned to an arc of light coming through a side window, one that reminded him of the light that had seeped through the canopy in the Asura Forest. 
 
    Danzen joined the family for breakfast, not saying anything as the boys talked amongst themselves, Maral occasionally telling them to stop kicking each other under the table, or running into the kitchen and coming back with more food. Temur was oblivious to it all as he shoveled scrambled eggs and potatoes into his mouth. 
 
    A knock at the door signaled that Khamdo had arrived. 
 
    After bidding farewell to Temur and Maral, Danzen and Khamdo made their way to Pancha’s home at the edge of the district. 
 
    The older man was already out front with one of his horses, brushing its mane when they approached. He turned to them, a big smile on his face, the sky above all of them slightly gray, the morning sun covered in a haze. 
 
    “I thought you two would never come,” Pancha said as he put two fingers in his mouth and whistled. 
 
    Enkhmaa came running out of the home in a fresh set of yellow robes to greet them, followed by Pancha’s wife, Suren, whom Danzen had met the previous day. She seemed a lot sturdier than her husband, her arms a bit muscled from a lifetime of churning out milk products and making twine. 
 
    “What do you say?” Pancha asked his granddaughter. 
 
    “Thank you,” she told Danzen, casting her gaze at the ground. 
 
    Not knowing how to respond, Danzen merely bowed his head. 
 
    “Are you hungry? Thirsty?” Suren asked. “I have fresh butter and I just finished frying some dough.” 
 
    Khamdo licked his lips. “I think I will join you. Pilgrim?” 
 
    “We’ll join after I give him something,” Pancha said, motioning for Danzen to follow him to a side door of their home. “Enkhmaa, go with your grandmother,” he said over his shoulder, the bowlegged man nodding toward his wife. 
 
    As Danzen and Pancha came around the side of the house, a couple chickens ran past, Pancha shooing them away. He took a key from his pocket and unlocked a wooden door that had been painted orange.  
 
    “I’m a bit of a pack rat,” he explained as he opened the door, motioning Danzen in. “But there’s a method to my madness. Just keep to the path.” 
 
    The side room was filled with items, everything from farming equipment to kitchen utensils, furniture, old signs, and equestrian products. 
 
    A path wound through the rather large room, Danzen keeping to it as he followed Pancha to the back. 
 
    “Now where is it…”  
 
    Pancha asked Danzen to move a few wooden crates. He then removed a series of bed slats, and once he did the older man came to a polearm that leaned against the wall. 
 
    He instructed Danzen to clear some stuff off the table to his left as he retrieved the blade. 
 
    Pancha placed the weapon on the table, Danzen recognizing it as a glaive, a weapon he had trained with before which featured a single-edged blade on the end of a long pole. 
 
    Retrieving a cloth from a wooden bucket, Pancha began to clean the pole, eventually focusing on its hilt, which took quite a bit of polish to reveal its bronze cross-guard. “You see this indentation?” he asked, tapping on the weapon. 
 
    Danzen saw that it was indeed missing a gemstone, which would have been at the bottom of the blade. 
 
    “This here is no ordinary weapon, Pilgrim. This indentation here, this is what makes this blade something special, unlike any weapon in the valley. It was once called the Blade of Darkness.” Pancha coughed into his hand and wiped his palm on the back of his pants. “The person who wields this blade is said to be able to command shadows, but not without the gemstone. It used to be right here,” he said, once again tapping on the indentation. “But my father had it hidden.” 
 
    Danzen grunted a response. 
 
    “It’s out there, somewhere in this valley. It’ll fit perfectly, trust me. Before my father gave it to me, he tied the Sunyata gemstone to the leg of a bird and sent it toward the Asura Forest. Now, I don’t know how much you know about echo-bending, or remnants of Sunyata, but since you seem to have a unique power, I’m sure you know a little bit about it. This black gemstone, it goes right here,” he said again, as if Danzen couldn’t comprehend the purpose of the indentation. “It was created by a smith who bent his echo for most of his life, a man born right after the fall of Sunyata.” 
 
    “I see,” Danzen told him, once again taking in the weapon. 
 
    “Anyway. The weapon is yours. Find the gemstone and it’ll be even better. I don’t know what it looks like, to be honest, wielding shadows and whatnot, but that’s what my daddy said it would do. How a stableman like my dad came to possess this weapon is something I’ll never know. But having it will be more useful to you than it has been to me. About the only thing I ever did with it was chase off a horse thief.” 
 
    Danzen took the blade, noticing its weight. It wasn’t as heavy as it looked, and he imagined that it would do quite a bit of damage if he put some force into it, even if he never found the gemstone. 
 
    “I don’t have much money, and the money I do have needs to go to Enkhmaa. So this blade is yours. The Blade of Darkness, if you need a name for it. I have a sheath for it as well, so you can strap it to your back. It’s somewhere in that corner over there,” Pancha said, gesturing to a more of his things.  
 
    “You don’t have to…” 
 
    “Nonsense, it’s the least I could do. I wish I could help you find the gemstone, but if you keep going around dealing with yokai, you might get lucky and find it.” Pancha looked up at Danzen, his eyes softening beneath his bushy, unkempt eyebrows. “Thanks again for saving our Enkhmaa. She’s all we have.”


 
   
  
 

 Part Six 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen holed himself up in his monastery for the next few days, not wanting to draw attention to himself by going down to the Third District. People definitely knew who he was now, even if they only knew him by his nickname, Pilgrim, and he wanted the chatter of what he had done for young Enkhmaa to die down. 
 
    Khamdo still visited, the carpenter bringing food from his wife, Sarnai. The two of them continued to work on the inner sanctum of the monastery, patching up little cracks where the air was able to get in. 
 
    They mostly worked in silence, Khamdo diligent as ever, the monastery really starting to shape up. 
 
    Danzen desperately wanted to pay him. And he knew to do so that he would need to find some jobs to undertake in the village, or perhaps in Chutham, which meant he needed to start poking around. 
 
    Realizing he wasn’t going to find any work staying at his monastery, he planned to travel to the village with Khamdo and see if he could find some work. 
 
    What he didn’t plan for was a disturbance at the front of the monastery, Danzen immediately going for his famed blade once he heard Yama growling. 
 
    He was just pressing out of the door when he saw the tail of a white fox whipping in the air as it descended upon Yama. 
 
    The two collided, the fox yapping as Yama tried to rip its head off. 
 
    A shimmering light seemed to radiate off the fox’s body, the creature leaving behind a sparkling residue in its wake. 
 
    It was clearly a yokai. 
 
    Danzen slowly withdrew Astra from its scabbard, preparing to cut the fox down. 
 
    Yama and the fox kicked up even more dust. 
 
    Eventually, they would need to stop if he was to take the creature down. His sword wouldn’t do anything to Yama, but Yama could do something to the sword if it hit him in the wrong way, and Danzen didn’t want to deal with finding a blacksmith who could work with material crafted with a Sunyata talisman. 
 
    So he waited. 
 
    And after letting the scuffle reach a point in which Yama was able to grab the fox by its neck and fling the creature, Danzen prepared to toss his weapon. 
 
    “Wait, don’t!” Danzen glanced to his left to see Khamdo racing out of the monastery.  
 
    The fox stopped, looking from Khamdo to Danzen as it panted. 
 
    Now able to get a better look at the creature, Danzen saw that it was about twice the size of a normal fox; if he’d seen it from a distance he would have assumed it was a wolf, but up close it had the long snout, and the low frame of a fox.  
 
    “Call off your lion dog,” the fox said in a feminine voice with just a bit of edge to it. “Call it off, now.” 
 
    “Yama.” As the name left his lips, the lion dog moved over to his side, where it sat. 
 
    Khamdo bowed his head at the white fox. “Kuzunoha,” he said, bowing again. 
 
    The fox nodded her head. “I have a message for you,” she said as she turned to Danzen.  
 
    She slowly approached him, Yama growling again. 
 
    “Yama, stop,” Danzen said under his breath. He told the lion dog to stay put as he took a step forward. 
 
    “I have been sent by Dalan to ask for your assistance,” the white fox told him. “He has been taken by giants. I am to lead you to his location. It will take well over a day to reach there, so please pack your things.” 
 
    There was no hesitation on Danzen’s part. 
 
    He simply turned back to his monastery, and as he walked past the pedestal at the front, he tapped his hand on it, Yama getting back up. 
 
    Once Danzen was inside, he moved to his bedroom, where he packed an extra set of warmer robes, as well as his field diary, his firestarter, some other goods, and some dried grain balls he’d made.  
 
    He looked to the Blade of Darkness, which was in its sheath and resting in a corner, Danzen not yet having a weapon mount for it.  
 
    He could certainly strap it to his back and bring it with him, but without the enhanced gemstone, he didn’t know how useful it would be. Also, it would potentially get in the way if they were forced to head deep into the mountains. 
 
    He also didn’t want to get into a situation where he had to leave it, or lose it, without first finding the gemstone. 
 
    With this in mind, Danzen left the glaive behind.  
 
    He locked his bedroom door, one of the newest additions that Khamdo had installed, and made his way to the front of the monastery, where he found the carpenter speaking with the fox. 
 
    “Thank you for your blessings,” he told the fox, bowing his head again. 
 
    “It is my pleasure,” she said once Danzen stepped out. 
 
    “From Sarnai,” said Khamdo, handing Danzen a small pack of biscuits. “She thought you would like something different today.” 
 
    “She doesn’t have to…” 
 
    “You tell me that every time I bring you food,” said Khamdo. “It’s fine.” 
 
    “I have to go,” said Danzen. 
 
    “I can see that. I want to check all the doors on the monastery, and there’s something I need to do on the roof. Once I’m done, I’ll be sure to lock up.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Danzen told the carpenter. 
 
    “Are you ready?” 
 
    Yama made a growling noise with his throat. 
 
    “Would you like to bring your lion dog as well?” the white fox asked. 
 
    “No,” said Danzen. “It’s his job to protect the monastery.” 
 
    “I thought I’d ask.” The fox trotted ahead, her bushy white tail beating in the air behind her. “Try to keep up.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
    Danzen was silent as he followed the white fox directly into the Panchen Mountains, which ran along the eastern side of the Asura Forest. It was only after they had traveled for an hour that she spoke to him again.  
 
    “What is your name?” she asked, slowing down just a hair. 
 
    “People call me Pilgrim.” 
 
    “But that’s not your name. What is your real name?” 
 
    Danzen cleared his throat. It had been a while since he had said his own name, and he found himself not wanting to say the words, as if speaking them would somehow invite his past to return to him. 
 
    “I don’t normally converse with humans,” the gray-eyed fox admitted, “aside from a few of the hermits. Your name is safe with me.” 
 
    “I’d prefer you call me Pilgrim,” Danzen finally told her. 
 
    “Then I will call you that. My name is Kudzu. You are new to Genshin Valley.” 
 
    “What makes you think that?” 
 
    “I have been here quite some time, and I can tell when something in the air has changed, when fate has once again decided to cast her eye on the valley and see what she can stir up.” 
 
    “I haven’t come here to stir anything up,” Danzen said as they moved on to a rocky path that required them to cross a small, but deep, gap in the soil. A pair of hawks circled overhead, their shadows much larger than their bodies. 
 
    “I’m aware that you haven’t. Some of the other yokai have spoken of your appearance. Specifically, about a trip you recently took through the forest.” 
 
    “You can communicate with others?” 
 
    “Why would I not? We’re all residents of this world, even if most of us stay in the shadows these days. It’s the same reason I communicate with hermits.” 
 
    “Then why don’t you go down to the village? It appears that people worship you there.” 
 
    “Are you referring to your carpenter bowing to me? That’s the precise reason I don’t go down there,” said Kudzu. “It is not my desire to be worshiped, and there is little I can do to help them.” 
 
    “So you aren’t magical?” Danzen asked, his eyes darting to the glittering light that seemed to follow her around, which bounced on the tips of her fur. 
 
    “Not in the way that they would like me to be magical,” came her reply. “I can bring a little luck, but it’s not something that I can give someone else, and even if I could, I don’t know if it would be something I would do. When I do occasionally encounter a human, which is rare, I just give them my blessing, and I extend this blessing to their family and their spiritual ancestors too. But it is all lip service.” 
 
    Danzen grunted a response. 
 
    They continued along a stream that trickled down from a steep incline, carrying with it gusts of wind that pushed pink flower petals into the air. A few wispy clouds took shape above them, Danzen glad that they looked to be in the process of covering the sun. 
 
    He stopped to drink from the stream, noticing the glistening bodies of fish beneath the water, fat ones that looked easy enough to catch. 
 
    He stepped away from the stream and tossed Astra in, the sword returning to him with the fish. 
 
    “I suppose we should get something to eat for later,” said Kudzu as she stopped to watch him. “And that is some weapon you have.” 
 
    “Astra,” Danzen said as he removed the fish from his blade. “I have other food too.” 
 
    He set the fish on a rock, and reached in the satchel he carried for a long strip of leather he generally kept on hand, the strip thin as a string. 
 
    Holding the fish by the lip, the former assassin ran the string into its mouth and out one of its gills. He found a rock to perch on, Danzen peering down to the river to a shallow, azure pool caused by a log-shaped stone. 
 
    Once again, Danzen loosed his blade, the famed weapon slicing into the body of another fish and floating downstream with it, Danzen able to pick it up at the log-shaped stone. 
 
    He did this again until he caught four fish in total. 
 
    “Enough?” he asked the white-furred fox. 
 
    “I’ll only be having one.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. After he strung them up, the fox led him deeper into the mountains. They walked for quite some time before it started to rain heavily, the sky changing in a matter of minutes from hazy to dark and foreboding. 
 
    “We’ll have to take shelter,” said Kudzu. “Dalan’s hermitage isn’t very far from here. It will do for tonight.” 
 
    Danzen nodded and the fox skittered off into the rain. 
 
    Kudzu hopped from rock to rock, sometimes climbing on the rock wall, moving faster and faster. Of course, Danzen responded, surging forward and keeping up with the yokai. The fox nearly went vertical as she climbed up a large rock, Danzen simply jumping higher into the air as he had done back in the Asura Forest.  
 
    He landed on the rock next to Kudzu. 
 
    “You’re swifter than I thought.” 
 
    “I try.” 
 
    “The cave is just there,” she said, nodding to a location Danzen was familiar with, one he had already visited twice. It wasn’t long before they reached Dalan’s cave, the sound of the water running off the rocks coupled with the rain creating a roar that echoed inside the small space. 
 
    Kudzu shook the water out of her fur, the look on her face telling Danzen that she was happy to be out of the rain. 
 
    Aside from its perimeters, Dalan’s cave was dry, and it didn’t take Danzen long to find a wooden tray to place the fish on. There was wood at the back, and once everything was set, Danzen got a fire going. 
 
    He removed his robes and changed to the dry set that he had brought with him, allowing his wet clothing to dry on a rack used for laundry. 
 
    He finally approached Kudzu, the white fox sitting by the fire.  
 
    Danzen sat across from her, staring at her as she watched the fire slowly die down to the point that they would be able to cook over it. 
 
    “Why did you come to this valley?” the fox asked, turning her gaze to him. 
 
    Once again, Danzen didn’t say anything.


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kudzu was quiet for some time, her ears occasionally twitching as she heard a sound outside of the hermitage. 
 
    The rain stopped once both of them had eaten their fish, Danzen finding some nice spices in the hermit’s cave to add to the fillets he’d cut. He also enjoyed some of Sarnai’s biscuits, saving his grain balls for morning. 
 
    Over the course of the two years it took him to reach Genshin Valley, Danzen had eaten fish on several occasions, but none like the ones he caught here in the mountains. 
 
    There was something different about their flavor, and they were fatter as well, Danzen only able to finish three of the fillets, saving the other three for the morning. 
 
    “You really know how to keep to yourself, don’t you?” the white fox asked, which were the first words she’d spoken in the last hour. 
 
    “I have my reasons.” 
 
    “Pilgrim has his reasons,” she said playfully. “I do know some yokai that may be able to get the information out of you, but don’t worry, I would never go to that length. I merely want to know more about you for conversational purposes, and it would help me understand your power a little better.” 
 
    “I’ve always had my power.” 
 
    “Interesting. And you’ve never bent your echo?” 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    “I picked up a few techniques over the decades, but I wouldn’t say I was anywhere near even the lowest sub-ranking.” 
 
    “A Stone Adept,” said Danzen. “I’m aware of the rankings and I get the feeling you are being humble.” 
 
    “Perhaps I am.” Kudzu glanced at the mouth of the cave as if she were watching something pass by. She returned her focus to the former assassin. “You say that you’ve always had this power?” 
 
    “Not always, but it came to me at an early age.” 
 
    “And you had no training on how to use your ability for that?” 
 
    “All I can do is move fast,” Danzen lied, “and no, I didn’t. I was trained to do other things.” 
 
    “The way that you say that makes me feel pity for you. Should I feel pity for you, Pilgrim?” 
 
    “It is your choice to feel pity.” 
 
    The fox smirked. “So you’ve never thought about bending your echo because you were already naturally powered. Am I understanding this correctly?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “I suppose that makes sense. They say that to truly bend one’s echo requires much more than just stretching and breathing techniques. It requires visiting ancient shrines and getting their blessings, and it requires a considerable amount of time with a larger remnant if you really want to cultivate the power correctly. Most of the people that you’ve met have never passed the Stone sub-ranking because of this.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Danzen said, not quite sure of what she was hinting at. 
 
    “But with your power, you would be able to travel to some of these places and learn from them. At least, I assume this is the case.” 
 
    “I am happy where I am.”  
 
    “And you should be with the speed that you possess. Is it just speed, or is it endurance as well?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “And usually with endurance comes some strength. Maybe your strength is perhaps different than that of a normal man’s, yes?” she asked, her white tail slowly batting against the ground. “After all, you were able to command the lion dog. Those beings are both territorial and very observant of power dynamics. Since that one is a male, you must have done something to show that you are more powerful than him.” 
 
    “What are you suggesting?” 
 
    Kudzu laughed playfully, a shimmer to her coat catching his eyes as she shifted positions. “I’m not suggesting anything, Pilgrim. My stomach is full and I am merely whispering in the willows, as I’ve heard them say in parts of the valley.” 
 
    “Talking just to talk?” 
 
    “Yes, precisely. This usually happens after a nice meal, and I must say, the grilled fish was absolutely wonderful. It has been ages since I’ve had something so delicious. I suppose I will stop prying at you. Do you have any questions for me?” 
 
    Danzen considered this. There were a lot of questions he had about the valley, and he didn’t really know where to begin. Instead, he reached for his field diary. 
 
    “What is this book you have?” Kudzu asked, growing curious. 
 
    “It is a diary that the Abbot who ran the monastery years ago left behind. I want to see if you’re in it.” 
 
    “Ah, you must mean Buyant Mergen. I remember him. We never had a conversation, but once he was in the mountains picking mushrooms when we came across one another. Rather than run away or ask any questions, he simply sat and observed me for a while, sketching my portrait. I’m not a very vain fox, but I did strike a pose for him and held it long enough for the human to get a good sketch of me. On another occasion, he happened to be coming back from the village when I was just stepping out of the forest. He didn’t see me that time, but I watched him, listening as he hummed an old song that most have forgotten. He seemed like a nice man.” 
 
    “I never met him.” 
 
    “If you’re looking for my picture in there, he probably has me under my yokai classification, kuzunoha, which is how I believe your carpenter friend referred to me.” 
 
    “Yes, Khamdo.” 
 
    “And this Khamdo is indeed your friend?” 
 
    Danzen considered this. “I believe so. We get along well.” 
 
    “It’s nice to have friends. Anyway, as I said, look for kuzunoha. All of us have names given to us long before I was born by the people of the valley, a different time in which yokai and humans interacted freely.” 
 
    Sure enough, Danzen found the sketch that the Abbot Mergen had made of Kudzu. It was crude, but it did capture her grace in a strange way.  He read the description aloud: “One of the rarest yokai, little is known about the kuzunoha. They are solitary creatures, rumored to appear only when a great change is said to take place. They can shift forms, and their white coats have a sparkle to them. There is a rumor that they run a shrine somewhere deep within the mountain range, and that there is one of the largest remnants of Sunyata in existence at this shrine.” Danzen looked at the white fox. “Well? Is it true?” 
 
    “You tell me your truth, and I’ll tell you mine,” she said playfully. 
 
    Danzen shut the field diary. “Maybe it’s best if we get some rest so we can handle this tomorrow. I would like to be back to my monastery by the evening.” 
 
    “So mysterious,” Kudzu said, grinning at him. “But have it your way, Pilgrim. And hopefully, we will be finished up by tomorrow.” Her smile started to fade. “I pray the giants haven’t done anything to Dalan.” 
 
    “We can go now,” Danzen suggested. 
 
    “No, no. It’s best we stay in. I’m sure you’ve heard the saying that strange things come out at night here in the valley, and this is equally true in the mountain range that separates the valley from Diyu.” 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    “Wise words.” She moved just a few feet away from the fire and got comfortable. “Good night, Pilgrim.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The next morning came quickly, no dreams for Danzen Ravja. 
 
    He did, however, feel an urge to continue on with the journey, especially knowing that it would likely be time-sensitive. He’d seen the carcasses and the damage one of these giants could do; he was afraid they had already wasted too much time by resting. 
 
    Perhaps they should have gone after Dalan last night, even if night brought out the worst of the valley. 
 
    With this in mind, he quickly looked around the cave to find that the white fox was no longer with him. He gathered his things and changed his robes, leaving his other set behind to lighten his load. Danzen ate two of the fish fillets and the grain balls, saving the third fillet for Kudzu. 
 
    Upon exiting the cave, he glanced down to find the fox by a waterfall in a strange pose, her hind legs erect, her front leg stretched in front of her. 
 
    Kudzu maintained this pose as he made his way down to her, Danzen careful on the slippery rocks. 
 
    “Did you rest well?” she asked him after a final breath out. 
 
    “Well enough.” 
 
    “I don’t have arms like you, so I can’t bend my echo in the same way that humans are able to,” she explained as she sat and looked out over the waterfall. “But I do what I can do.” 
 
    “Do many yokai practice?” 
 
    “More than you would think. I would say it is more popular in this valley than it is in some of the other locations in our world.” 
 
    “Yokai don’t exist anywhere aside from here.” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong,” she told him, her nostrils flaring open. “Did you bring me a fish?” 
 
    Danzen retrieved the fish which he’d wrapped in the same paper that Sarnai had used for the biscuits she made him. Once Kudzu was finished eating the fish, the two continued along her way, moving on to a mountain pass that hugged a large rock with shrubs growing out of its side. 
 
    “As I was saying, we exist in every pocket of this world. There are just more here considering our proximity to Diyu. It is quite a journey to reach hell, but it is out there,” she said, nodding in an easterly direction, “and because of this, we are here.” 
 
    “Were you alive when Sunyata fell?” 
 
    Kudzu nodded. “I was.” 
 
    No words were exchanged for the next twenty minutes as they transitioned to a narrow path, the fox increasing her speed, Danzen always able to keep up. They slowed once they came to a towering stone that looked almost like a turtle because of the smaller rock sitting on top of it. 
 
    “Turtle Rock,” she said. 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “You asked me if I were alive during the fall of heaven. Did you have any more questions about it?” 
 
    “I figured you would elaborate if you wanted to.” 
 
    Kudzu’s ears flitted back as she relived the experience. “For several days the sky was completely red. It was the most frightening thing I’ve ever seen, the sun red, the moon red too. And it started off so beautifully with a crystal-like rain across the land. This turned out to be Sunyata remnants being deposited. Some were immediately absorbed, and for a couple days they became a bartering piece, people not knowing what to do with them during the panic that came from the reddened sky. It became clear that the remnants of Sunyata held power. Weapons were made, like your sword, like countless others out there.” 
 
    “Could it ever be rebuilt?” Danzen asked, which was a question he had wondered before, but never knew the right person to ask. 
 
    “Could Sunyata be rebuilt?” The white fox slowed her trot and considered this. “I don’t know the answer to that question, Pilgrim. But for the sake of all of us, I hope so. Surprisingly, the demons of Diyu haven’t done much in the two hundred years since heaven’s fall. Are you familiar with the Brotherhood?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “I always found that name strange, the Diyu Brotherhood. We don’t get many of those trained assassins here, but I have heard stories about their exploits from those who have traveled to the west. Quite a strange naming convention, really, to name the Brotherhood after hell, but I suppose it makes sense considering what they are tasked with doing.” 
 
    “I suppose so.” 
 
    “Have you ever encountered one of the members?” 
 
    “They are around,” Danzen said, the urge to change the subject swelling in him.  
 
    Thus far, he’d been able to keep his former life a secret here in the valley, and even though he was starting to trust Kudzu, it was best if the information never got out. While he didn’t expect the fox to tell anyone of importance, this kind of information had a way of spreading on its own, rhizomatically.  
 
    Kudzu stopped, her neck elongating as she sniffed the air. “We still have another few hours,” she said, “but it may rain soon, and the area up ahead can get quite muddy. Shall we hurry?” 
 
    “I was waiting for you to give the word,” Danzen told her. 
 
    “I suppose I’ll stop yapping then and get moving,” Kudzu told him. “Try to keep up.” The white fox took off, a hint of glittery magic radiating off her skin as she sped ahead. 
 
    Once again, Danzen met her gait. 
 
    Even at this speed, he traveled carefully, noticing that the mud was thicker in some parts, the former assassin constantly aware of his surroundings.  
 
    It felt exhilarating to travel so quickly, but it also made him feel exposed, like he wouldn’t be able to cover himself if he were attacked, and that somehow this would alert his location to the Brotherhood. 
 
    This was one reason Danzen had traveled so slow over the last two years. 
 
    The type of movement he was doing now—leaping twenty feet up into the air under different ledges, sometimes even running out onto thin overhangs and jumping off them as he followed the fox—brought attention. 
 
    As Kudzu had predicted, the sky opened up, big droplets of rain splashing down on the mountain passes, streaming into the river at the bottom of the gorge. The rain was followed by hail, large enough that they stung when they hit Danzen’s skin. 
 
    This caused him to pause.  
 
    He placed his hood over his head, and made sure his sleeves were rolled all the way down, knowing full well that at the speed he was traveling, a sharp enough bit of hail could draw blood. 
 
    A thought came to him as he continued to trace Kudzu’s steps: what would happen if his demons were unleashed here, so close to Diyu? Would there be more of them? Would they be harder to contain? 
 
    Danzen almost slipped on a wet rock. 
 
    He caught himself and continued on. 
 
    Now was the time to focus. 
 
    He remembered how hard it had been to fight the last giant, and according to Kudzu, there were several. Plus a hostage. 
 
    He would have to move quickly lest the fight turn into a bloodbath, which would bring about an entirely different set of problems. 
 
    Even though he didn’t know what would happen this far out, they were way too close to Diyu to be releasing any of his demons. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    After traveling at a rapid pace for well over an hour, Danzen finally gave words to the concern that continued to sprout at the back of his mind. 
 
    “You don’t think that the giants killed Dalan, do you?” 
 
    He knew that his question was a bit irrational. If they had killed him, what would be the point in the two of them going after the hermit? 
 
    “No, I don’t think they did,” Kudzu said after a long pause. The white fox stopped in the shade of a rock, droplets of rain dripping over the side. The downpour had ceased, but there was still plenty of water left to run down the rocky cliffs of the Panchen Mountains. “I believe they may have needed him for something.” 
 
    “Do you think I will have to kill them?” 
 
    “Hopefully not. You’ve already done so before, right?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Dalan told me as much,” she said as they came to a bend, the fox sniffing the air for a moment. She looked down the side of the mountain pass. “You don’t mind going down, do you?” 
 
    “I don’t think it will be very challenging,” Danzen said as he looked over the side of the mountain ledge. 
 
    Kudzu took off, moving down the steep incline, and rather than try to do the same as her, Danzen simply jumped into the air and landed on a large rock, from there jumping down to another rock. He eventually made it to a passageway that ran next to a bubbling mountain stream, the water brown and muddy. 
 
    Even though he wasn’t hungry, he ate the final grain ball he’d made the other day, just to have something in his stomach. As he ate, Kudzu sat by the water’s edge, watching as a black fish jumped out of the water to catch a fly. 
 
    “I can catch one for you if you’d like,” said Danzen. 
 
    “Later. We aren’t very far now.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “You can’t smell them?” 
 
    Danzen sniffed the air. “Not yet.” 
 
    “Maybe a mile away, a little less,” said the fox. 
 
    Once Danzen was finished eating, Kudzu trotted ahead, following the stream. 
 
    The stink reached him about twenty minutes later, Danzen shifting to breathing out of his mouth. He didn’t recall exactly what it smelled like last time he had encountered one of these giants, but it was definitely foul, the stench permeating the air. 
 
    The two passed through a tributary that had cut into the mountain, a natural archway overhead, and once they cleared it they came upon a gap in the rocks, easily thirty yards across, the stream on the right, its shoreline peppered with detritus. 
 
    There were five daidarabotchi in total, four standing and one on the ground, two of them immediately turning once Kudzu made a sound with her throat. 
 
    “Can you communicate with them?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said, the fox on alert now, her head dipping slightly as she bared her teeth. 
 
    Danzen withdrew his blade as one of the giants took a lumbering step toward an outer wall, to a large club lying on the ground. He scooped it up, as the second-largest giant looked around and quickly grabbed a rock. 
 
    Without weapons, the other two simply started to lift their fists, one of them female, all of them deformed in some way, their faces not unlike the chiseled rock that made up much of the Panchen Mountains. 
 
    “He’s with me,” said Dalan, the hermit hobbling forward. 
 
    He stepped into the space between Danzen and the giants, a haggard look on the hermit’s like he’d been awake for days on end. He had the same orange eyes that Danzen remembered, his long gray beard braided this time, the tips of his robes caked in mud. 
 
    “Thank you,” he told Kudzu, before turning his attention to Danzen. “Let me talk to them.” 
 
    “Who?” the giant with the club asked. 
 
    “Put your club down! He’s someone I know,” said Dalan, waving angrily at the giant as if they were the same size. 
 
    “Friend?” the giant asked. 
 
    “Yes, a friend. Put your club down, you fool. Tell everyone to relax. Do it!” The hermit turned to Danzen. “You two. Put your sword away, and stop looking like you are about to bite one of them,” he told Kudzu. “You’re not here to fight. You are here to help me.” 
 
    “I am?” Danzen asked, now confused. 
 
    “Yes, and thank you, Kudzu, for fetching our mutual acquaintance. I only wish I could have given you more information before you traveled all the way here.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked, her voice just as stilted as Danzen’s now. 
 
    “It appears their man-child,” Dalan gestured toward the smaller giant, who was lying on his side and moaning softly, “has a stomach sickness that is preventing him from standing. You’ll notice he is facing away from us; that is because of projectile vomit. It is not pleasant, and I was almost hit once. I need a certain herb to cure him. I can’t very well go after it, which is why I need you, Pilgrim.” 
 
    “You knew about this?” Danzen asked the white fox. 
 
    “No, when he was being escorted away, he just yelled for me to go after you.” 
 
    “They didn’t explain why they were taking me here,” Dalan said in a biting tone. “I’m sorry, where are my manners? It’s just that I’ve been stuck here in the mountains with these damn giants for several days now and they’re driving me absolutely mad.” 
 
    “Mad?” said the biggest giant, who appeared to be the only one that knew a few words. He was just as large as the one Danzen had slain, hairy too, with a serious overbite. He could clearly see, all of them with full eyesight. 
 
    “Yes, I’m mad at you! I’ve been mad at you since you forcibly took me from my cave and brought me here. As I keep trying to tell you, I can’t do anything for your boy without the correct medicine.” 
 
    “Medicine,” said the giant.  
 
    The female giant came up next to him and tugged on his arm. He batted her away, and she stumbled backward, the ground shaking. 
 
    “Stop growling, and stop being abusive to your wife, or your sister. I don’t know. I told you, friend,” Dalan gestured toward Danzen, “is going to get you medicine. This is not complicated.” 
 
    “Friend?” 
 
    “Yes, he’s my friend. And I need two more days,” said Dalan, flashing the number two. “Two days.” 
 
    “Two days. Boy good?” asked the big giant, looking toward the child. 
 
    “Yes, two days.” 
 
    “One day!” the female giant cried. 
 
    “The plant I need is in the Asura Forest. You don’t want to go there. You guys are scared of the forest. Remember, ghosts?” Dalan lifted his arms and made a ghoul-like gesture. The female giant, who was nude on top, her breasts droopy and bloated, hissed at him. “Yes, ghosts,” Dalan said again. “My friend will help your boy. Two days.” 
 
    “What kind of plant are we looking for?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “I thought you would never ask,” Dalan said as he motioned for the giants to get out of his way. He went to his pack and returned with a small diary, not unlike the field diary that Danzen carried.  
 
    He ripped out a page as he made his way over to the former assassin. 
 
    “Look, if you go quickly, it will only take you about one day, maybe a day and a half to get there and back. I’ve given you two, however, just in case you encounter anything,” said the hermit, handing Danzen the piece of paper, which had a sketching of a flower with petals that looked like honeycombs. “But try to hurry. For the love of all that is holy, try to hurry. Anyway. I need as many of these damn things as you can get.” 
 
    “Will do,” said Danzen as he pocketed the sketch. “Do I need to pack them in some way?” 
 
    “Pack them in a certain way? No. Just stuff as many as you can into your bag. You have room, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” Danzen patted his satchel, which was a bit lighter now that he wasn’t carrying his spare robes, which hung in the hermit’s cave.  
 
    “You should have plenty of space. I don’t need that much of it, to be honest. But bring as many as you can, just in case they all catch it. It’s always good to be prepared. And these plants, they smell terrible. You will smell them pretty much…” The hermit looked at the fox. “How far away could you smell the giants?” 
 
    “A mile,” said Kudzu, panting a little as she continued to breathe out of her mouth. 
 
    “They won’t be quite that pungent. It is a different smell, sort of a sour, fermented smell. But they definitely smell. You might want to get a new bag afterward,” he told Danzen. 
 
    “Do you have a bag?” 
 
    “If I had one, I would give it to you. But you know… they do have some fabric lying around here that they’ve made from Sunyata knows what. You could take some of that if you have a way to sew it up.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. “I have a way.” 
 
    “Well, in that case, let me grab that for you. I’m sorry to call you all the way out here.” 
 
    “Help boy?” the big giant asked. 
 
    “Yes, they’re going to help your blasted boy,” the hermit said, grinding his teeth to hide his agitation. “Two days,” he said as he returned his focus to Danzen. “Don’t make me stay here any longer than I have to.” 
 
    “Do they know?” Danzen asked, referring to the giant he had killed. 
 
    “These imbeciles? No, they don’t know, but they do think of me as some sort of medicine man, and they will kill me if I don’t cure him. So please, try not to do too much sightseeing on your way to the Asura Forest.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The slopes that led away from the giant’s enclave were muddy, Danzen barely able to keep himself stabilized as he climbed up them. 
 
    He was going at this pace for a reason, Kudzu finding the slope difficult to climb as well. 
 
    “I could carry you,” he suggested to her at one point, the white fox shaking her head. 
 
    “I will make it up myself.” 
 
    Danzen nodded and the two continued. 
 
    He understood the pride associated with undertaking an endeavor, what it was like to challenge one’s self. He had done this for a long time, most notably in his personal goal not to get cut, Danzen always extremely cautious when it came to navigating most scenarios. 
 
    As he climbed, he thought back to what happened in Palmo’s courtyard, when Norwin Dawa had struck him with the bladed tendrils of his robes.  
 
    He probably could have prevented it.  
 
    Over the past two years, Danzen had played out their battle numerous times in his head, scolding himself for not being more aware, especially in the way that Norwin Dawa had been teasing him just before that happened. 
 
    Lost in his thoughts, Danzen moved even faster, eventually making it past Kudzu. 
 
    They reached an overhang, both of them able to transfer onto it. And after traveling along a narrow ledge, they came to a mountain pass, a huge rock with a square top blocking their view of the horizon. 
 
    “Just give me a second to catch my breath,” said the fox. 
 
    “Take as long as you’d like.” 
 
    “We're probably going to have to get the flower in the morning,” she told him. “We will definitely reach the forest in the next few hours, but it’ll start getting dark at that time. It would be best to shelter in place somewhere.” 
 
    “We can continue if you’d like,” he told her. “It’s really up to you.” 
 
    “I’ve already told you how I feel about operating during the night.” 
 
    “I’m sure we could handle it.” 
 
    The fox peered at him for a moment, her tail lifting ever so slightly. “You’ve been out at night already, haven’t you?” 
 
    He nodded. “It wasn’t by choice, but I had to find someone. It was closer to Chutham, if that makes a difference.” 
 
    “It isn’t as dangerous there.” She started moving again. “Come, it’s less muddy now; see if you can keep up.” 
 
    Kudzu took off, faster than she had traveled previously.  
 
    The white fox skittered from rock to rock, traveling in a northwest direction, Danzen fast on her tail.  
 
    As he followed after her, he thought of how he didn’t test his powers enough. Danzen was so concentrated on hiding it from people that he rarely used them. The mountains in his backyard would be an ideal location for him to explore and exercise, to test his limits. 
 
    Then again, testing his limits could also bring unwanted attention… 
 
    The two moved a bit higher and a light snow began to fall. As they descended, Danzen practically sliding down, Kudzu doing the same, the snow turned into a soft rain. 
 
    An hour passed, then two, the rain moving away, the sky now pink with blue brushstrokes as the sun started to set. 
 
    They reached the large rock with a flat top, Danzen greeted with a view that caused him to pause. What looked like an endless forest spread before him, the foliage thick, no indication of what lay beneath the trees. 
 
    “Stay here,” she said. “I’ll find a place for us and then I’ll return.” 
 
    Danzen nodded and took a seat, his legs crossed beneath him as he stared out at the start of the Asura Forest. It wasn’t long before Kudzu climbed back up the rock, letting him know to follow her. 
 
    The fox had managed to find a decently sized cave that overlooked a small pond with water so clear that Danzen could see minnows swimming beneath it. 
 
    “Do you mind fishing?” she asked him. 
 
    Danzen took another look at the pond. He saw that there were few larger fish swimming around, nowhere near as large as the one they had eaten the previous night. 
 
    “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    It didn’t take very long to use his sword to catch three of the fish, Danzen keeping them on a rock as he went for the very last fish in the small pond. 
 
    He returned to the cave with his catch, where he found that Kudzu had gathered some kindling and dry wood. 
 
    “Thanks,” he told her as he got the fire started. Once it was going, he put a little more wood on it and used his sword to prepare the fillets. He took them down to the water and dipped them in, placing all four on the tip of his blade. 
 
    They ate, and as night descended across the valley, they heard what sounded like chatter outside of their cave. 
 
    Danzen immediately went for his sword, Kudzu stopping him. 
 
    “Spirits,” she said. “You don’t want to go out there.” 
 
    “Spirits?” 
 
    “I should have checked last night…” 
 
    Kudzu tilted her head as she peered at the cave opening, her eyes reflecting a bit of crimson. 
 
    “A red moon,” she finally said. “It happens once a season, and when it does, all of the spirits that somehow got stuck between here and Diyu make their presence known. If you go out right now you will see thousands upon thousands of floating entities.” 
 
    “Are they dangerous?” 
 
    “The more powerful ones are,” she explained, “which would be those who cultivated their echoes when they were alive. Remember, echo cultivation doesn’t necessarily have anything to do with good or bad; it is simply strengthening one's inner power by tapping into whatever slivers of Sunyata have been passed down. Its power is ambivalent, so if there’s a bad person or even a nefarious yokai out there who has cultivated their echo, yes, they may be a problem. I’m glad we didn’t try to press on tonight.” 
 
    “And they will be gone by morning?” 
 
    “They will. I’m surprised no one ever mentioned this in the village. Whenever there is a red moon, everyone locks up pretty tight. Perhaps they just assumed you would know this.” 
 
    “Likely.” 
 
    “I’m getting tired,” she said after a long yawn, “but if you would like to tell me the story of who you are and why you are here in Genshin Valley, I would gladly listen.” 
 
    “I’ll pass.” 
 
    “I figured you’d say as much.” Kudzu placed her head down onto her front legs. “I’ll get it out of you one day. And when I do, I’ll tell you of a shrine in these mountains that may interest you, the one I mentioned earlier, that my kind look after. Good night, Pilgrim.” 
 
    Danzen nodded, his eyes still fixated on the mouth of the cave, whispers reaching his ears. 
 
    He tried to decipher what they were saying, but all he could interpret was that some were sad, and others seemed angry. Others spoke in a mindless way, just rattling off information, and many were confused. 
 
    Tonight wasn’t the night, but there would be one night that he ventured out to see what this actually looked like. After listening for a little while longer, he retrieved the soiled fabric given to them by the hermit. The former assassin made a crude bag to hold the flowers in, Kudzu impressed with his sewing skills. 
 
    “It comes in handy,” he said as he placed it away. 
 
    Without an extra set of robes to sleep on, Danzen simply placed his arms behind his head and lay on his back, staring up at the ceiling of the cave, the fire still crackling, the whispers of the dead ever-present. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning was bright, no sign whatsoever that spirits had been out the previous night for the red moon. 
 
    Danzen awoke to find Kudzu stretching, the white fox with her tail up in the air, humming something. She had yet to notice that he’d awoken, and for a moment he simply watched as she practiced bending her echo. 
 
    Danzen knew what bending one’s echo looked like, and he realized now that the other morning she had been doing the same thing, likely part of her morning ritual. 
 
    Eventually, she stopped, the white fox making her way to the small pond outside their cave. She sat there until Danzen joined her. 
 
    “Are you ready?” she asked. 
 
    Danzen nodded.  
 
    For a brief moment, before they could slip away, he caught his reflection in the water. He saw himself in his robes, his hood over his head as he stood next to the white fox, who seemed to radiate with energy. Once again, he was reminded of how far he’d come from where he was just two short years ago. 
 
    Without fish to eat, they pressed forward into the Asura Forest. 
 
    Danzen was light on his feet, and didn’t leave much of a trace as they moved through the woods. He wasn’t as light on his feet as some that he had faced off against in his past, those able to even land on the broadside of a sword and jump off it, but he could move rather rapidly, while making little sound. 
 
    This had been part of his training in his youth, and his enhanced powers only aided him in his ability to move in such a quiet yet swift way, Danzen preferring the silent killer approach rather than something that would require extended confrontation. 
 
    As the forest became thicker, he kept his eyes on Kudzu’s tail, watching as it bounced left and right, the fox stopping every now and then to sniff the ground, her ears twitching as she listened to the woods. 
 
    “Anything?” Danzen asked her after they’d been traveling for well over an hour in silence. 
 
    “Something is not right,” she said, her nostrils flaring open again. Kudzu’s eyes narrowed. “Are you ready to fight?” 
 
    Danzen barely had time to withdraw his blade as a small humanoid with gray skin hopped down from a tree with the spear in his hands. The yokai was naked, his belly distended, his teeth yellow and sharp. 
 
    And he wasn’t the only one. 
 
    Three more burst out of the bush, another two appearing behind Kudzu and Danzen with big rocks in their hands. 
 
    Danzen sprang into action. He loosed his boomerang sword, which tore through the chest of the being with the spear. The yokai bellowed as Astra returned to Danzen’s hand. 
 
    Danzen spun just in time to avoid a rock from another of their opponents, this one coming dangerously close to his head. 
 
    Once again, he sent Astra into the air; his blade met his opponent between the eyes, the tip breaking through the creature's skull and pressing out of the back of his head. 
 
    Danzen’s sword returned to his hand and he ducked another rock, as he charged forward and cut this yokai down. 
 
    He jumped back as another of the small gray humanoids tried to jab at him with the spear. Danzen managed to knock the spear out of the way, the man lunging toward him. 
 
    Danzen brought his blade down in an arc and killed him instantly. 
 
    He counted six and he’d already killed four, Danzen glancing to see Kudzu on top of one of the small yokai, mauling him to death while another went for one of the dropped spears. 
 
    Once again, Danzen flung his sword, which sliced through the small man’s arm quickly and returned to his grip. As his opponent cried out in agony, Danzen swiped him down, blood and viscera spritzing the air. 
 
    Their final assailant grabbed a large rock and slammed it against Kudzu’s shoulder, the fox yelping as she fell to the side. 
 
    Danzen threw his weapon into the yokai’s throat, the tip of his blade pressing out of the crown of the creature’s skull. 
 
    Astra returned to his hand. He flicked his wrist once, and when that didn’t get the blood off his blade, he used a large leaf to press away what was left. 
 
    “Are you all right?” he asked Kudzu. The gray-eyed fox got to her feet, and glanced at him. She panted now, a smudge of red on her white coat. 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Are more coming?” 
 
    “No, not that I can sense. They travel in packs. They’re called gaki. You can find them in your little book,” she said, nodding toward his field diary. Kudzu sat on her haunches. “Go on, take a look. I need to catch my breath.” 
 
    Once he found an arc of light cutting through the foliage, Danzen retrieved his field diary, and started thumbing through the pages. Sure enough, he found an entry on gaki, as well as a sketch of one of the creatures. 
 
    Gaki are reincarnated spirits that have taken the form of a small humanoid creature. They have distended bulging bellies, and terrifyingly sharp teeth. These demonic yokai are eternally hungry and thirsty, but because of their curse, they are unable to satiate their cravings. The food that they do consume bursts into flames within their bodies, scorching their insides. They are tormented, and they will kill and eat anything. Some are smarter than others and have devised weapons to trap their prey, even though they are unable to satiate their hunger by eating them. 
 
    Danzen closed the field manual. “Are there many of these?” 
 
    “It depends on where you are in the forest. In our current location? Yes, there are many little groups of them. I’m surprised that these ones banded together. Generally, they stick in smaller groups of two, maybe three. Oftentimes, they fight against one another to the point that most other yokai in the forest don’t have to deal with them.” 
 
    “Good to know,” said Danzen. 
 
    “Come. I can smell the flowers now. We’re close.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The stench hit Danzen Ravja about fifteen minutes later, one that reminded him of carrion, a scent he was all too familiar with. 
 
    They came to a hidden gulley that weaved through the woods, trees reaching over its rocky ledges. Danzen spotted the blue flowers, which grew in the shadows of large roots, the petals shaped like honeycombs and soft and spongy to the touch. 
 
    He began collecting the flowers, breathing out of his mouth as he placed them in the bag that he had made in the cave last night. He gathered more than he needed, the crude sack full by the time he finished, his fingers sticky. 
 
    Danzen moved to the trickle of water crawling through the gulley and cleaned his fingers. 
 
    He was just standing when Kudzu started to growl, the fox turning just as a trio of gaki came out of the woods, these ones holding clubs and snarling. 
 
    They were bigger than the others, but they still looked about the same, incredibly ugly, distended bellies and thin arms and legs, crooked teeth and scars crossing running down their cheeks. The first one hit the ground just as soon as Danzen’s sword passed through its body, his blade returning. 
 
    Rather than engage him, one of them took a step back and made a barking noise after cupping his hands around his mouth. 
 
    “They’re calling more,” said Kudzu. “We should hurry. There’s no point in trying to kill them all. They will just keep coming.” 
 
    Danzen nodded and the fox took off. He followed close behind her, moving swiftly and avoiding rocks the pair of gaki chucked at them. He heard more movement in the forest, his heart starting to beat faster as more joined in on the attack. 
 
    While he knew he could eliminate their entire species, he was worried about a stray rock drawing blood, and what he would have to do to contain a demon outbreak in the Asura Forest, considering their proximity to Diyu. 
 
    Danzen knew of another way to travel, and he didn’t hesitate to take this route as he quickly caught up to Kudzu. 
 
    “I need to hold you,” he told the fox. 
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    Rather than answer, Danzen scooped her up, and launched himself into the air, breaking out of the canopy of the trees. He landed on a stray branch and shot forward, making a frantic beeline toward the mountains. 
 
    Kudzu scrambled so her front legs were now on his shoulders and she was looking back, the fox scanning the forest below them after she stabilized herself. 
 
    “Sorry,” Danzen said as he dropped back into the woods and reached a branch, which he sprung off again, careful not to lose the bag of flowers flung over his shoulder, his satchel, his sword, or the fox. 
 
    He still had to be careful when moving in this way, especially when he dropped back down into the trees, Danzen constantly aware of stray limbs and branches. 
 
    He traveled like this for a solid forty-five minutes, running along the canopy of the Asura Forest. He startled a good number of birds, who took to the air as soon as he passed them, squawking to one another, Kudzu finding this humorous. 
 
    As Danzen saw the pond where they had stayed last night, he began to lower, eventually making it to the ground at the edge of the forest. 
 
    He set Kudzu down, who shook out her tail. 
 
    “That was something,” she said, peering back up at him. She smirked. “I’ve never flown before. It’s not as bad as I imagined it would be, but next time, give me a little more warning.” 
 
    “Fair enough. Let’s keep moving,” he said, his gaze now fixed on the mountains. “You know the way better than I.” 
 
    “That I do.” 
 
    The two pressed deeper into the mountains, Danzen once again keeping up with the fox. 
 
    Kudzu paused when she came to a shrub that was growing out of the side of a stone, Danzen’s eyes registering that the bush was covered in red berries. 
 
    “Eat these,” she said. “You haven’t eaten anything today.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” he told her. 
 
    “No, just in case you need energy later,” she said. “These berries are very good for you; they will give you energy. Give me some too.” 
 
    Rather than protest, Danzen started picking the berries from the shrub, noticing that they were tangy and sweet. They reminded him of a hard candy they had back in the west that he hadn’t seen here in the Genshin Valley. 
 
    “Eat as many as you can,” she told him. “They’ll regrow at night.” 
 
    Danzen gathered a handful of berries and placed them on the concave surface of a rock, where Kudzu was able to eat them. He ate more, and then the two of them found a small waterfall to drink from. 
 
    They continued onward, deeper into the Panchen Mountains, eventually making their way down the same muddy slope they’d climbed the previous day, the trip down much easier than the trip up. 
 
    It wasn’t much longer before the smell of the giants reached Danzen’s nostrils, the fetid scent even more overpowering than the flowers, which he had grown used to smelling. 
 
    “We don’t have to stick around for him to cure the child’s stomach sickness, do we?” 
 
    “I hope to Sunyata we don’t,” Kudzu said. 
 
    They came to the large gap in the rocks where the giants stayed, Dalan ecstatic to see them once they dropped down. 
 
    “My boy…” said the biggest giant, gritting his teeth as he stared the former assassin down. The female giant was behind him, hissing and glaring at Danzen and Kudzu.  
 
    “I told you, I’m going to cure your boy! Look, my friend is here. This is what he needs,” the old hermit said as he came forward, gesturing toward Danzen. The hermit hobbled over to them. “Thank you,” he said, offering Kudzu a thin grin. “It has been hell here. I’m hungry too. All they have to eat around here is raw meat that they’ve let dry in the sun. I’m so sick of eating dried meat tainted by the stench of giants.” 
 
    “How long will the cure take?” Danzen asked as he handed in the bag full of flowers. 
 
    “I just need to mix this with what I’ve already made,” he said, guiding Danzen over to a stone where he’d set up a pestle and mortar. “After the boy eats it, he should feel sudden relief. Of course, it will come back, which is why I’m going to make them more. Three days,” he said, loud enough for the largest giant to hear him. “Three days, your boy better.” 
 
    “Three days, better?” the towering man asked, a grim look on his face. 
 
    “Three days, medicine every day,” said Dalan as he ground the ingredients he had prepared into a paste. “Every day. Three days better.” 
 
    “Every day,” the giant grunted. “Better?” 
 
    “Yes, better.” 
 
    The hermit added a little water and took it over to the boy. Kudzu and Danzen watched as he slapped the boy’s cheek until he opened his mouth, allowing Dalan to pour the medicine in. 
 
    He made more of the medicine, and from what Danzen could tell, it looked like much more than the giants actually needed. Because they didn’t have any way to store it, Dalan scooped mud from the ground and mixed it with the medicine, forming several clay-like pills.  
 
    “Three days,” Dalan told the giant again. “Three days better.” 
 
    The largest daidarabotchi nodded and waved him away. 
 
    “You see that?” Dalan asked as he walked toward the exit, Kudzu and Danzen following him. The hermit still had a few of the flowers left in the bag that Danzen had sewn together. “I come all the way out here to cure his kid and that’s the thanks that I get. A wave. No, kidnapping and a wave. Giants. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t hate them as much as I do. But it’s kind of hard not to.” 
 
    “There are reasons some yokai are despised across the valley. But we can discuss those reasons later. We should be able to reach your cave by night,” Kudzu said, the fox still speaking out of her mouth and trying not to breathe through her nostrils. 
 
    “Good. And I suppose you’ll be staying,” he said, looking to Danzen. 
 
    “I can get home on my own.” 
 
    The hermit snorted. “Nonsense. You’ll stay, and we’ll catch some fish or something and have a feast. I really need a feast. I need a bath too. But that can happen in the waterfall near my cave, and don’t worry, you don’t need to help me in that affair. I can’t thank you enough. I don’t know if there’s anything I can do for you…” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. 
 
    “There must be something.” 
 
    “I didn’t come here for payment.” 
 
    “Then I owe you one,” said the hermit as they moved to a mountain pass that Danzen had noticed before, the older hermit surprisingly agile. 
 
    They reached his cave in record time, the sun just starting to set.  
 
    Danzen caught seven plump fish with his sword, the hermit instructing him to season them as he bathed in the waterfall below. 
 
    While Danzen prepared the fish, Kudzu gathered wild onions, which she brought just as he was about to fry the fish up. 
 
    “This is going to be wonderful,” said Dalan once he returned and took over the cooking duties.  
 
    And so it was, the three of them eating to their hearts’ content. 
 
    Clean and not surprisingly tired, the hermit lay down early, Danzen making his own bedding out of the robes he’d left in the cave. The fire now crackling, he joined Kudzu, the two sitting at the mouth of the hermitage and looking out over the mountains, silent for a spell. 
 
    “I appreciate you coming to help me,” she said after the two of them watched a shooting star pass. 
 
    “It was an interesting trip.” Danzen used his pointer finger to pick a sliver of fish from his teeth. “A smelly, but interesting trip.” 
 
    “And if there’s ever anything you need, I’m available to help you. In fact, I’m going to show you something,” Kudzu told him. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I want to show you how to call me. If you ever need me, face the direction the wind is blowing and hum my name.” 
 
    “Hum your name?” 
 
    “It will sound something like this. Mmmuuuddzuuuu…” She made the sound again. “I know it is a little odd, but I will hear it no matter where you are in the valley, and I will come to you.” 
 
    “I’ll remember that,” Danzen told her as the two watched the stars twinkle above.  
 
    “Mmmuuuddzuuuu…” she said again. 
 
    “Have you ever heard of something called the Blade of Darkness?” he asked her at some point, recalling the glaive that the former stableman named Pancha had given him. 
 
    “I haven’t.” 
 
    “Recently, one of the villagers gave me a weapon with an indentation in its hilt. He claims the missing gemstone allows someone to control shadows.” 
 
    “And why would I know about this stone?” 
 
    “He says that the gemstone can be found somewhere in the Asura Forest, that his father had it hidden there. I don’t know if it’s true or not.” 
 
    “Do you believe it to be true?” 
 
    Danzen considered how the weapon felt in his hands, almost as if it were missing something. “Yes. I believe it is missing a component.” 
 
    “I’ll ask around. If I hear anything about it, I’ll let you know. Don’t forget how to call me. You may need my help some day,” the fox said, smiling at him. “And I may need yours.”


 
   
  
 

 Part Seven 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Spring officially arrived over the next two weeks, bringing with it warmer nights and longer days. Many of the trees in Genshin Valley started to produce leaves, others holding off, waiting for a final cold snap. The days were livelier with birdsong, and Danzen noticed more creatures scurrying about on his trips to town than he had seen in the previous month.  
 
    Danzen was running low on funds. 
 
    The former assassin had yet to find someone needing help with a yokai; he had even gone as far as telling Zorya the barmaid that he would pay her a cut of whatever he received if she brought him a proposition.  
 
    Khamdo continued to work on the monastery, but his trips up the hill were less frequent now, most of the labor finished. The other things that needed to be done, like the piping that would keep the place warm when winter came around again, would require more kip. 
 
    The days that Khamdo didn’t come saw Danzen keeping active, the former assassin training in the foothills beyond his monastery. This included deadlifting rocks, some practice to get used to the weight of his Blade of Darkness, and using his agility to move from boulder to boulder. 
 
    He only did this when it was dry, Danzen not wanting to slip and potentially draw blood. 
 
    He caught fish, and found more stashes of berries on a shrub growing out of the faces of one of the rocks. Basan continued to produce eggs, which Danzen gladly ate, sometimes mixing the yolks with grain to cook a crude pancake or making simple grain balls. 
 
    Life was going well, but Danzen did not forget, not for one moment, where he was from and who may potentially be looking for him. 
 
    Even the slightest sound caused him to pause, his hand going to the hilt of his blade. Always ready. Even if he knew he was being paranoid, Danzen preferred paranoia over complacency. 
 
    He thought about calling Kudzu a few times just to have someone to talk to, someone to go over his field diary with, to see if the information was correct. 
 
    But he never did reach out to the white fox as time passed. 
 
    Danzen fell into a spiral where he isolated himself even more, not visiting town for several days straight, Khamdo not visiting during this time as well because of a construction project in the First District. 
 
    But he needed to be social, and he needed money.  
 
    And so it was on one sunny morning that Danzen decided to make his way to the Third District, and possibly Chutham from there to look for work. 
 
    It was time to reintegrate with society a little. 
 
    He left his Blade of Darkness behind, locked up in his room as he took the long and not-so-winding road to the village. 
 
    As he walked, a pair of boys he didn’t recognize came out of one of the fields, carrying with them a basket of carrots that looked like they needed more time in the ground. They looked to him, the surprise on their faces quickly morphing to fear as the two realized he had caught them stealing. 
 
    Rather than say anything, Danzen simply moved on, not one to get involved, and honestly not knowing what he would say if he did. 
 
    His first stop once he reached the village was Suja Raksi Hall, where he had a bowl of stew, which he knew was a luxury that would end soon if he couldn’t find work. 
 
    “Anything?” Danzen asked Zorya as she came to his table. 
 
    “I haven’t heard anything, Pilgrim,” she said as she wiped her hands on the front of her apron. “Sorry. I’ll keep asking around. There’s bound to be something sooner or later. Anyway, the usual?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Ale?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    As he waited for the stew, Danzen thought about visiting Elder Sonders' home and perusing his library, specifically his two-volume set on yokai. He had done this once over the past couple weeks and found it enjoyable. Shedrup was still locked in the basement and recovering, the Elder telling him that his nephew had broken out one night and got drunk, which meant he had to start the recovery process once again. 
 
    His stew eventually came, a few juicy ribs sticking out of the surface of the soup, the liquid boiling. Danzen let it cool, and after Zorya brought him a couple slices of bread, he quickly ate and paid for his meal. 
 
    He left, and as he stepped out of the tavern, he saw Yeni pacing back and forth in the streets, the teenager with her arms crossed over her chest. Yeni was the teenage daughter of Mansukh, the widower who ran the Third District’s general store where he normally got supplies. 
 
    The youth had taken a liking to Danzen, always moving over to him when he came to the shop and trying to flirt, which Danzen found a bit ironic.  
 
    If the teenage girl had an inkling of the things that he had done, she would have turned the other way and never looked back. But that was the beauty in escaping it all, in taking on this persona, in becoming Pilgrim. 
 
    It was a form of anonymity. 
 
    The brunette with streaks of blonde in her hair looked up at Danzen. She ran to him, Danzen’s instinctive reaction being to place his hand on the hilt of his weapon, just in case it was a trick of some sort. 
 
    “Hey,” Yeni said, sliding to a stop in front of the former assassin, the youth too inexperienced to notice that he was prepared to draw his weapon. 
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    Danzen looked at her curiously, trying to interpret what she wanted. “Yes?” 
 
    “Aren’t you going to ask me why I’m looking so sad?” 
 
    Danzen tilted his head as he took in the girl, who was still growing into her body, her arms and legs a bit long, a spattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose, her eyes big and doe-like.  
 
    “Well, Pilgrim?” 
 
    “Why are you sad?” Danzen asked in a stilted way, not certain as to why he was playing along. 
 
    “My uncle came to town,” said Yeni, a dark look spreading across her face. “Uncle Gempachi.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “That’s all you have to say?” 
 
    “I don’t know who your uncle is.” 
 
    “He’s not really my uncle; he’s my dead grandfather’s brother.” 
 
    “And this is bad?” 
 
    “Have you been to the store recently? Uncle Gempachi has eaten everything. He shows up, my dad does his best to be hospitable, and he starts eating everything. He was even eating some rope earlier today.” 
 
    “You are exaggerating,” Danzen told her. 
 
    “I swear to Sunyata, I saw him eating rope,” she said, crinkling her nose at Danzen. 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” he told her as he started to move on. 
 
    “Hey, I’m not done…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I’m not done talking to you yet,” Yeni said, offering him a toothy smile. 
 
    “I have other things to do.” 
 
    “What do you have to do?” 
 
    Danzen couldn’t come up with an answer, so he simply turned to her again. 
 
    “So, you didn’t have something to do, did you?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t respond. 
 
    “Hey, I heard you rescued Enkhmaa from the Asura Forest and that you flew back here with her on your back.” 
 
    “I can’t fly.” 
 
    “So you ran through the forest? Even at night?” 
 
    “It was not night yet.” 
 
    The two of them stepped aside so a donkey pulling a cart of vegetables led by a stout man could move by them. 
 
    “Anyway, it wasn’t dark, and I carried her on my back.” 
 
    “That’s so brave of you,” said Yeni, her eyes drinking Danzen in. 
 
    “It was necessary.” 
 
    “What are you going to do today, Pilgrim?” 
 
    “I’m going to try to find some work.” 
 
    “Here in the Third District?” 
 
    “I was planning to go to Chutham.” 
 
    “No way. I wouldn’t go there today. They’re having spring harvest marriages today and most of the places are shut down because they have weddings to go to. A couple days from now would be better.” 
 
    “Then it looks like I’m staying here.” 
 
    “You don’t want to come see my uncle?” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. “It’s not really my business what he does.” 
 
    “But Uncle Gempachi was eating rope.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to tell you,” he said as he took a quick survey of his surroundings, making sure that no one was watching them. At least when he was in town and on the main road, Danzen didn’t like to stay in view for very long.  
 
    Doing so left him prone. 
 
    “So you are just going to do what now?” 
 
    “I’ll figure something out.” 
 
    Yeni pouted as Danzen bid her farewell. Not knowing where else to go, he made his way to Elder Sonders' home, where he planned to spend some of the afternoon perusing his library. 
 
    Perhaps the Elder would have a lead as well. 
 
    Danzen could sure use the money. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Dark clouds had formed in the sky by the time Danzen reached Elder Sonders' home. He’d heard through local chatter that the spring brought sudden rainstorms, that they would increase until the summer monsoons, where it could rain for a week at a time. 
 
    As he waited for the Elder to come to the door, Danzen noticed a crackle of lightning in the air, far enough away that it could have been over Chutham. Still, it would eventually make its way here, and he wanted shelter when it did. 
 
    The Elder never came to his door, so Danzen moved on. 
 
    He didn’t want to bother anyone, so he kept to the back streets of the Third District, stopped only once by a man he didn’t recognize, who thanked him again for saving Enkhmaa a few weeks back. 
 
    The sky opened up once Danzen reached the halfway point between his monastery and the village. He heard a strange cry coming from the Asura Forest, which caused him to place his hand on the hilt of his weapon, just in case.  
 
    He paused, waiting to see if something would come out; for a moment he thought he saw a shadow move in an unnatural way, a shadow that shouldn’t have been there in the first place considering the sun was now blotted out by the clouds. 
 
    Eventually, a large raven lifted from a branch and flew away, Danzen slowly relaxing his grip on his weapon. 
 
    He reached his monastery, where he was greeted by Yama, the stone lion dog happily approaching him. 
 
    As he placed his hand on the lion dog’s mane, Danzen looked to the other statue, the one that was missing its head. He wondered where it was, and if locating it would allow life to once again flow through the statue. 
 
    Lightning crackled, startling Yama. 
 
    “You’ll be fine,” Danzen told the lion dog as he stepped inside his monastery. 
 
    He undressed, and hung his wet robes on a rack outside of the entrance to his bedroom, a rack that Khamdo had crafted. He changed into a fresh set of robes and moved to the kitchen, where he got a fire started and warmed some water. 
 
    Danzen ate one of the grain pancakes he had made the other day and sipped the hot water, eventually returning to his room and once again admiring the Blade of Darkness. 
 
    Even if he could never find the gemstone that was missing on its hilt, it was still a formidable weapon, one that could take down a charging bull. 
 
    He cleaned the blade, and then did the same to Astra, Danzen just about to place the sword next to his bedding on the floor when lightning struck outside his monastery, which was followed by a loud crashing noise that sounded as if Yama had been flung into the outer wall. 
 
    Just to be sure, he grabbed Astra and his Blade of Darkness as he slowly crept out of his room, Danzen’s eyes moving to the front door of the monastery. 
 
    It was dark enough now that the interior space allowed him to slip into the shadows, Danzen doing just that as the doorknob started to twist open. 
 
    He quietly withdrew his blade, the door opening fully.  
 
    The first thing that struck him was the amount of light now shining through the door, enough that it cut an arc through the darkness, something off about the light and the way it fizzled and sparked. 
 
    Danzen crouched, barely breathing as the door swung open even wider. 
 
    A being made of electricity took a step into his monastery. 
 
    Yama slammed into the being from behind, landing on top of it.  
 
    The lion dog was blown off again, the lightning being turning to Yama. He shot forward, gone from the interior of the monastery as he collided with the lion dog again. 
 
    Keeping to the shadows, Danzen moved toward the door. He waited for a moment, peering through the crack of the door frame to see that Yama was still engaging the sinister yokai. 
 
    Danzen slipped out of the open doorway, his thoughts racing in his head as to how he could help Yama take the being down. 
 
    A stray bolt of lightning hit the door, igniting it for just a moment, the top hinges giving way and the door falling forward.  
 
    Danzen knew he could throw his blade at the lightning creature, but once it returned it could bring a bolt of electricity in his direction, which was the last thing he wanted.  
 
    If he got close enough, he could possibly stab it with his glaive, but he would have to let go of the Blade of Darkness to prevent from being shocked, and he wouldn’t be able to hit it with as much force if he engaged it in this way. 
 
    If this didn’t work, which was a high probability, Danzen would have exposed himself to the lightning being. 
 
    He also wasn’t sure what it was yet. 
 
    Part of him was certain that it was some kind of yokai, but since it had a humanoid form, it could very well be someone working for the Diyu Brotherhood, here to collect, or perhaps an elemental demon from Diyu itself. 
 
    Danzen wished he had an arrow at that moment.  
 
    It wasn’t his weapon of choice, but at his current range he would certainly be able to strike the target. This reminded him of the gaki that Kudzu and he had encountered in the forest, how they threw stones. 
 
    Perhaps… 
 
    Still crouching, Danzen began to move around to the side of the monastery where there were still construction supplies. He found a rather large brick and grabbed another one just in case he needed it. 
 
    He placed his Blade of Darkness down, realizing it would only get in his way as he crept over to the fight that was still happening. 
 
    The being made of electricity was now on top of Yama, the lion dog scrambling to buck his opponent off. 
 
    Danzen got just about as close as he could and placed one of the bricks on the ground, preparing to toss the other. 
 
    He put all his strength into his throw, the brick cracking the lightning being in the back of the head. 
 
    Danzen grabbed the other brick and ran toward his opponent. 
 
    The second brick struck the creature in the side of the head just as it was turning to try to understand what had struck it. 
 
    This one did the trick. The lightning being was out cold, lying on its back now, its arms wide, electricity no longer sparking off its body. The being wore a thin armor made of a material that Danzen had never seen before.  
 
    He grabbed the brick closest to him and drove it down onto the creature’s head, breaking the bones in its face, its nose a bloody mess by the time he finished. 
 
    As Yama got to his feet, Danzen waited near his opponent, now with the other brick in his hands. 
 
    But the being never stirred. 
 
    Danzen had killed it. 
 
    Eventually, Yama came over to him and sat on his haunches, the lion dog panting heavily. 
 
    “You did good,” Danzen told Yama. 
 
    The former assassin waited until the early hours of the morning, when the sun started to appear on the horizon. 
 
    With the morning light, Danzen could see that the creature's skin was black, its nails long and sharp. Once again, he took in the being’s strange armor, which was black like its skin but covered in symbols, made from a material that looked pliable. 
 
    Danzen brought Astra and hacked off its head, just to make certain it was dead. 
 
    Returning to the inside of his monastery, and slipping around the now-broken door, Danzen got a shovel.  
 
    He walked to a side of the property that he couldn’t see considering the monastery was on the hill, and started digging a grave. 
 
    The sun was completely up by the time he finished, Danzen pouring his strength and speed into the grave-digging process. 
 
    He returned to the being and grabbed it by the feet, dragging it toward the grave. Yama took the being’s head in his mouth and followed him. 
 
    The lion dog deposited the head in the grave, and Danzen was just about to toss the body in when he decided to take the yokai’s strange armor. 
 
    No longer worried that it would come alive, Danzen worked to take the armor off the headless body, noticing that the armor was malleable, the substance reminding him of a certain dessert he’d once had made of caramelized butter. 
 
    Once the creature’s armor was off, Danzen deposited its body in the grave. Before throwing dirt over the corpse, he hummed Kudzu’s name, as she asked him to do. 
 
    “Muuudzuuu…” he said, uncertain at first. “Muuudzuuu…” 
 
    Yama’s ears twitched as Danzen did this, the lion dog staring at him curiously. 
 
    “We’ll see if she comes,” said Danzen as he turned back to the monastery, the armor he’d picked off the creature now tucked under his arms.


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The white fox never came, but eventually, Khamdo showed up with his donkey. 
 
    “What happened?” were the first words out of the carpenter’s mouth once he saw the damaged front door. 
 
    “A lightning storm last night brought a yokai with it,” Danzen explained. He ran his hand through his long hair and fixed it into a bun. “I don’t know what kind of yokai it was, however.” 
 
    He’d already thumbed through his field diary, not finding anything about a humanoid warrior with the power to harness electricity. 
 
    “I have what I need to fix it,” Khamdo said, looking at the door again, “but they aren’t my supplies.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I have a job in the Second District I have to do later, so I already picked up supplies for it from the general store,” he said as he set his pack down. Khamdo reached inside to get a couple biscuits that Sarnai had made for Danzen. 
 
    “I’ll get you the money,” said Danzen. 
 
    “I’m less worried about that than I am what’s happening at the general store.” Khamdo handed Danzen the biscuits, which were wrapped in a brown cloth and still slightly warm. 
 
    “I spoke to Yeni yesterday. She mentioned something about her uncle showing up.” 
 
    “What a terrible man,” said Khamdo with a shake of his head. “Uncle Gempachi is his name. Mansukh the owner is absolutely livid by this point, and if he doesn’t leave soon, the man is going to eat Mansukh out of house and home, store too.” 
 
    “Yeni mentioned something about that. She said her uncle was eating rope?” 
 
    “Pfft! He’s eating more than that. I’m surprised I was able to get the supplies I purchased today. I’m just glad I don’t have a relative like that. But seriously, I’ve never seen someone eat the things that this man is eating. Wood, metal, regular food, paper. You name it. It’s like he’s a bottomless pit or something. There’s something not human about it…” 
 
    “Strange,” Danzen said as Khamdo walked past Yama, the lion dog statue not moving. 
 
    “Good boy.” Khamdo placed his hand on the statue, which remained stationary. 
 
    “He’s tired,” Danzen explained. “He did most of the fighting with the yokai.” 
 
    “A yokai made of electricity, huh?” Khamdo stepped inside the monastery to look for any damage done on the interior. “I can’t say I’ve heard of one like that, but that just goes to show you how much I know about these things.” The carpenter saw the strange suit of armor on the floor, the one that Danzen had taken off the fallen yokai. “What’s this?” 
 
    “This was what the yokai was wearing,” said Danzen as he finished a biscuit. 
 
    “Does it fit you?” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. “No, and I don’t see how useful it would be as an armor anyway. It is quite flimsy.” 
 
    Khamdo crouched in front of the armor and picked up the top portion, which resembled a gambeson. He cautiously stretched the material, nodding. “I don’t know what this is made of.” 
 
    “Neither do I. And I don’t know what to do with it.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what to do with it,” said Khamdo, looking up at Danzen. “You should take this to Chutham. There’s a guy there who buys and sells rare items, most of which come from yokai. He runs a store called Selden’s Emporium. He’s got a bit of everything, from body parts to, well, I don’t know if he has something like this, but it might be worth a shot. I thought I mentioned it to you before.” 
 
    “I didn’t know such a person existed.” 
 
    “He sure does, and his shop is on the main road there in Chutham. Not far from the tavern that’s closest to the city gates. You should be able to spot it. His decorating style is a bit…” Khamdo weighed his words wisely. “Eccentric. Let’s call it that.” 
 
    Danzen tried to remember if he’d seen something like that on his last trip to Chutham. After drawing a blank, he nodded. “I’ll take it to him today.” 
 
    “You should. It might be worth something. Unless you think it’s of some use to you.” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. “I can’t wear it, and I don’t decorate.” 
 
    Khamdo laughed. “You sure are something, Pilgrim.” 
 
    “I’ll be by your home later with money to pay for the repairs.” 
 
    “That’s not necessary…” Khamdo started to say. 
 
    “Just let me know what I owe you. I’ll stop by the general store on my way back as well. If I move quickly, I should be back to Suja Village by nightfall.” 
 
    After gathering up the strange armor, Danzen tucked it in his satchel, along with the single biscuit that he hadn’t eaten, which was still wrapped in cloth. He also brought his field diary, just in case he had time to stop by Elder Sonders' home library, where he hoped to learn more about the electric yokai that had attacked him. 
 
    He made his way to the Third District, moving faster than usual.  
 
    He didn’t want to draw attention to himself so he didn’t move at his top speed, but he definitely reached the outskirts of the village in half the time it normally took him. He slowed from that point, a few people stopping to greet him as he moved along the main thoroughfare. 
 
    No longer were women coming out of their homes or establishments to grab their children when they came into contact with Danzen. People were friendlier now, and while a select few still averted their gazes, several waved and were cordial enough to invite him to do something, be it to visit their home for a meal, or to the tavern for an early morning ale. 
 
    Danzen declined their invitations as he made his way to the Second District, where he was less known, and from there to the First District, where he was avoided entirely, which was what he preferred. 
 
    He picked up his pace, moving faster as he covered the distance between Suja Village and Chutham. He passed a few familiar garrisons, including the one where he had fought the bloated, snake-like nozuchi on his mission to retrieve drunken Shedrup. 
 
    After passing a merchant caravan with added security, Danzen picked up his pace again, the world around him a blur for a moment until he slowed. This had been the same way he traveled back from the Chutham Mountains, Danzen moving in sprints, slowing when necessary. 
 
    He stopped only once to relieve himself and eat the biscuit that Sarnai had made him.  
 
    Ready to get moving again, he once again traveled faster than he normally would have, the former assassin wishing he could simply use his jumping ability and hit the trees that lined portions of the road between the two towns, which would allow him to travel at greater lengths. 
 
    But that would bring too much attention, so he slowed his pace when he was about two miles outside of the city gates. 
 
    His hood over his head, Danzen walked just a bit faster than normal, but not enough to draw any attention to his movement. 
 
    The guards at the city gates with their giant shields stopped him, the larger of the two giving Danzen the once over. 
 
    “What is your purpose for visiting today?” he asked in a slow drawl. 
 
    Danzen was about to tell him that he had something to sell, but then he thought otherwise, figuring that telling him this may key one of them to ask for kip in return. 
 
    “I have an illness,” Danzen said, going with the first thing that came to mind. “Stomach sickness. My doctor in Suja Village told me to come here and pick up some herbs from a friend of his.” Danzen slowly lowered his hands to his stomach. “It’s not great.” 
 
    “Pass on through,” said the city guard, giving Danzen a wide berth, his companion doing the same. 
 
    Surprised that this had worked, Danzen went along his way. He ignored most of the people moving through the streets as he searched for the shop that Khamdo had told him about. 
 
    He spotted a brewery that also had an outdoor bar where people were already starting to congregate, a pair of men singing a song about a harrowing battle that took place eons ago. 
 
    Danzen found what he was looking for across from the brewery.  
 
    Set into the storefront of a two-story building, Selden’s Emporium was easy to overlook. That was, until Danzen moved closer to the shop and saw that the inside windows were lined with shelves featuring oddities, the window trims with a glowing line of green painted on them, and various animal tails hanging from the bottom of the sign above the door. 
 
    Danzen stepped in to find the shop empty of customers, the space nice and tidy.  
 
    There was a mounted head of a deer with a horn and set of antlers, shelves upon shelves of metal tins, everything from what looked like shrunken heads to primitive jewelry, most of which were displayed so someone passing by outside could see them. 
 
    “May I help you?” a man seated behind a counter asked. His eyebrows were long and bushy, a few strands of hair stretching across his bald dome. 
 
    “I’m here to sell something,” Danzen told him. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    Danzen went into a satchel and came back out with the strange armor. He set it on the countertop, and as he did the man became giddy with excitement. 
 
    “Oh my, oh my…” he said as he lifted the top and peered at it through the sunlight coming through the window. The man stretched the sleeve, running his hand over the material. “Where did you get this?” he finally asked Danzen. 
 
    “I found it.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “I live near Suja Village, on the outskirts. It was discarded outside of my home.” 
 
    “By the Asura Forest, eh?” the man asked. 
 
    “Yes. I believe it belonged to a yokai. I was told that you would be the man interested in purchasing it.” 
 
    “I am the man interested in purchasing it,” he said with a crooked grin. “Selden’s the name, but I’m assuming you already knew that.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “This material…” He stretched it again. “I’ve only seen one other piece like it, and it belonged to a sugawara.” 
 
    “Sugawara?” Danzen asked, realizing in that moment that Selden would perhaps be as good of a source as Elder Sonders' library or Abbot Mergen’s field diary in identifying yokai. 
 
    “Yes, a sugawara. It’s the spirit of a lost warrior that has taken a corpse and been animated by lightning.” 
 
    Instinctively, Danzen took out his field diary, looking to the seller’s desk for something to write with. Once the man handed him a writing utensil, Danzen wrote down the name on a blank page. 
 
    “So you are interested in these kinds of things, eh?” 
 
    “I am. Since I live on the outskirts of town, I run into them on occasion,” Danzen explained. “So I’ve been keeping a field diary…” 
 
    “Well if you ever want to compare notes…” Selden offered him a toothy grin, his teeth yellow and brittle. 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “This material is said to repel a lightning strike,” Selden explained. “It obviously wouldn’t fit you, but it could possibly fit me,” he said with glee. “I’ve never actually tested it, but perhaps during the next lightning storm I will give it a shot. Anyway, yes, I would be delighted to buy this from you. How does a thousand kip sound?” 
 
    Having no idea what the armor was worth, Danzen simply shrugged. He did know, however, that Elder Sonders had paid him a thousand kip to retrieve his nephew, which was a much more complicated endeavor. 
 
    “Not enough?” Selden asked, misinterpreting Danzen’s gesture. “Fine, for an object like this I can go higher. Fifteen hundred kip.” 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    “And if you see anything else like this, bring it by. I’m always in the market for new and exciting things,” Selden said as he folded the material. 
 
    “Body parts, too?” 
 
    The shop owner nodded, his smile thinning. “But if you do bring something like that, which I sincerely hope you do, make sure it’s concealed in some way. People can be squeamish here in Chutham. Quite unfortunate, really, but the truth generally is.”  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen took his time walking back to Suja Village, happy that he had been able to open another stream of revenue. With how often he assumed he would encounter yokai, he would probably have plenty to sell to Selden. 
 
    He only wished now that he had picked up whatever he could from some of the yokai he’d already slain. Who knew how much kip they would have been worth…? 
 
    He was hungry by the time he reached the Third District, and planned to stop by the Raksi Hall for some stew. But first, he needed to check in on the general store. Danzen had written off what Yeni had told him about her uncle, but now that Khamdo had also spoken about him, he figured it was worth checking out. 
 
    And besides that, he also knew that he owed Khamdo some parts. 
 
    Danzen was just reaching the front door of the store when Yeni burst out, an agitated look on her face, one that immediately changed when she spotted the former assassin. 
 
    “You came!” she said. 
 
    “I came to buy things.” 
 
    “There’s nothing left to buy,” she said, throwing her hands into the air. “Uncle Gempachi has eaten everything.” 
 
    “Everything?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “That’s what Khamdo said.” 
 
    “Wait, so you trust him but you don’t trust me?” the teenage girl asked, a line appearing between her brow as her eyes narrowed on Danzen. 
 
    “This has nothing to do with trust.” 
 
    “Where were you all day?” 
 
    “Chutham.” 
 
    “Why did you go there?” 
 
    “No reason. May I come in?” 
 
    The youth continued to block the door. “I don’t want you to kill him,” she said under her breath. 
 
    “I wasn’t going to do that,” Danzen told her after a long pause, wondering why she had assumed he was capable of such things. Maybe she was able to read him better than he thought… 
 
    “But he has to go. Just…” Yeni chewed on her lip for a moment. “I don’t really like him. But my dad does, he’s doing everything he can do to make him happy. But Uncle Gempachi is taking advantage of him, and he’s ruining our business.” 
 
    Just moments ago, Danzen was about to step into the store and see what she was talking about. Now that it looked as if this could turn into a family drama, he started to think otherwise. 
 
    It wasn’t his business as to what happened in their small family; all he needed was supplies for Khamdo, and since he didn’t know what Khamdo actually wanted to buy… 
 
    “Where are you going?” Yeni asked as Danzen turned away, figuring he would just give the money to Khamdo himself. “Don’t you want to see this?” 
 
    Danzen shook his head, and was surprised when the teenager came forward and grabbed him by the arm, dragging him to the front door of the general store. 
 
    It wasn’t often that someone put their hands on him, an instinctual part of Danzen nearly flipping her over onto her back. But he caught himself just in time, and for his efforts he was shoved inside the general store by the teen. 
 
    “See?” 
 
    Sure enough, an overweight man sat on the floor with a dead look in his eyes as he chewed on a chain. His feet were short and stubby, and he wore a button-up shirt that was barely able to contain his girth. Another noticeable, if slightly jarring feature were his whiskers, which were ten inches long and were only situated at the corners of his mouth, the rest of his face clean-shaven, his hair practically nonexistent. 
 
    “Uncle,” Yeni whined, “what are you doing?” 
 
    “Have… Have to eat…” he said between bites. 
 
    “Where’s your father?” Danzen asked Yeni, his hand slowly lowering to the hilt of his blade. Once again, it had been sheer instinct that he went for his weapon, the hair on the back of Danzen’s neck standing to attention as he first caught sight of the gluttonous man. 
 
    He stood with his legs slightly spread. In case he needed to move into action, his first reaction would be to step in front of Yeni and protect her. 
 
    “He went to get more food from the market in the First District,” she said, glaring at her uncle. “And I think he’s going to stop by Chuki’s lumberyard for supplies.” Her voice lowered. “He’s going to have to hide this stuff if he brings it back here…” Yeni gestured toward her uncle. 
 
    “That makes sense,” was all that Danzen could say. 
 
    “I’m going to… I’m going to… finish this soon,” Uncle Gempachi said, looking at Danzen and Yeni with bloodshot eyes. 
 
    “What am I supposed to do about this?” she asked in a shrill voice as she made her way to the front counter. Still, with a dark look on her face, Yeni took a slat of wood from one of the shelves behind the counter and tossed it onto the ground, where it slid over to her uncle. 
 
    Wheezing, the man managed to press himself forward and get the wood, which he quickly started chomping down on, the heavy man letting out a satisfying burp after swallowing his first bite. 
 
    “Do you have somewhere you can go?” Danzen asked the teenager. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “It may not be safe here,” he said. 
 
    “Not safe? It’s safe. He’s just eating everything.” Yeni finally interpreted the look Danzen was giving her. “Wait, you think he’ll try to eat me?” 
 
    Danzen grimaced. 
 
    “He wouldn’t do something like that. I don’t…” The teen turned to her uncle again, suddenly not so sure of the statement she’d just made. “Maybe I should go somewhere else, at least until my dad returns.” 
 
    “I think that would be best. I was planning to drop by Khamdo’s home. Perhaps you could go there with me. They’re probably having dinner right around now.” 
 
    “But the store…” 
 
    “Leave a note for your father and lock up,” Danzen instructed her. 
 
    “Fine…” 
 
    Danzen waited for her to lock up. When she was done, he led Yeni through the residential area behind the main street to Khamdo’s quaint home. 
 
    He knocked on the door and Sarnai came, Leegan in her arms. “Khamdo’s not back yet…” she started to say, her eyes jumping curiously to the teenage girl. 
 
    “I figured she could stay here for a little while,” said Danzen. “There is a disturbance at the general store…” 
 
    “My uncle.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve heard about that,” Sarnai told Yeni. “I just made some dinner, and it doesn’t look like Khamdo will be home to eat it while it’s warm. Please, come in. You can come in too, Pilgrim.” 
 
    “I think I’ll grab an ale instead,” he told her as he reached into his satchel for some money. “And give this to Khamdo. It should help him get some of the supplies he used on my place today.”  
 
    Danzen handed her several hundred kip. She protested at first, but he insisted, and once her child started crying, Sarnai no longer put up a fight. 
 
    With Yeni at Sarnai’s home, Danzen made his way to Suja Raksi Hall, where he planned to eat a meal and drink some alcohol alone. This plan changed once he saw Mansukh sitting at a table by himself, the general store owner nursing a flagon of ale. 
 
    “Your daughter is at Khamdo’s place. Sarnai is feeding her,” Danzen said as he took a seat in front of him. 
 
    “What?” The older man looked up at Danzen, a distraught look on his face, his cheeks red. 
 
    “How many have you had?”  
 
    “Just…” Mansukh shook his head. “I’m sorry.” He hiccupped, and placed his hand over his mouth for a moment, keeping it there as he stared down at the table. “My uncle has eaten everything in my store. I’m down to my last kip, and like an idiot, I’m here spending it on drinks. I just needed one, but one turned into two which turned into three…” He started to count on his fingers, eventually losing track of the number and waving his hand. “More than I should have drunk. I’m sorry. I should go get Yeni.” 
 
    “She’s fine for now,” Danzen told him as Zorya the barmaid came over to their table. 
 
    “A stew and an ale,” Danzen said before she could ask.  
 
    “Another for me,” Mansukh started to say. The drunk glanced from Danzen to Zorya.  
 
    “Fine. A mug of hot water then,” he said with a grumble. 
 
    “Tell me about your uncle,” Danzen said after the barmaid had left. 
 
    “He showed up a few days ago and he just started eating everything,” said Mansukh, his words slurring together. “Everything. It didn’t matter what it was. Food, construction material, even a glass figurine that used to belong to my wife. Where was he when you saw him?” 
 
    “In the store.” 
 
    “By the curses of Sunyata…” said Mansukh, once again burying his face in his hand. “I guess Yeni dragged him in there. Probably better. He has already eaten most of our furniture. Did she tell you that?” 
 
    Danzen shook his head.  
 
    “Well, he did. The bastard. No, I shouldn’t say that about him. He helped me a lot when I was first getting the general store up and going, pretty much funded it. He deserves to eat whatever he likes. I’m being ungrateful…” 
 
    “Something is wrong with him.” 
 
    “You think?” Mansukh asked, sending his neck forward some. “Because I was thinking the same thing too. I’ve never seen someone eat like that. And furniture? Who eats furniture?” 
 
    “I will look into it. It may take me a day,” Danzen told him as his ale came.  
 
    Zorya placed the mug of hot water before Mansukh, smiled at Danzen, and quickly skittered away. 
 
    “She’s a good girl,” Mansukh said, watching her run off. “My Yeni could learn a thing or two about work ethic from her. But she’s lived a hard life, Zorya has. And being a barmaid certainly wouldn’t be something I’d want for my Yeni.” He shook his head. “Right, my uncle. Anything you can do. I have an important shipment coming in a day from now and I already can’t pay for it.” 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “I can float a little bit of it, but probably around a thousand kip.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. “We’ll think of something by then.” 
 
    “Why are you helping me?” Mansukh asked suddenly. He peered at Danzen, trying to decipher if there was some ulterior motive in his companionship. 
 
    “I was told that the people of Suja Village helped each other out. I live here now, or near here, so I’m trying to do my part.” 
 
    “That’s really nice…” Mansukh took a sip of his hot water and winced. “I wish hot water tasted like ale.” 
 
    This statement caused a rare grin to stretch across Danzen’s face. “I’d bet good kip you’re not the only drunk who has said that before.” 
 
    “Ha! Most certainly not.” His jovial tone quickly faded as he began worrying about Uncle Gempachi again. “I don’t know when he’s going to leave, but if I somehow can pay for the coming shipment, and he's still there… We’ll have to move somewhere. Maybe to Tudan. Maybe farther. I don’t know. I don’t know what we’ll do,” he said, his voice growing desperate again. 
 
    “Just try to relax,” Danzen told him. “And sober up; this will work out.”


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was too late to stop by Elder Sonders' home, so Danzen Ravja made his way back to his monastery instead, keeping a careful eye on the Asura Forest as he walked beside it. 
 
    He was greeted by Yama, the lion dog hopping down from his pedestal and happily approaching Danzen. The former assassin placed his hand on the yokai’s head and took a deep breath in, admiring the monastery for a moment, how foreboding it looked in the dark, especially with the moon behind it, elongating its shadows. 
 
    The door was fixed, and once he let himself inside, Danzen quickly locked up. It was pitch black inside the monastery, but he’d made the journey to his bedroom enough times now to navigate the space in the darkness. 
 
    Danzen reached his bedroom and flicked the lantern on, which hissed as a small flame sparked behind a glass cylinder. 
 
    This provided just enough light for him to look through his field diary, where he searched for the yokai who had attacked him last night. 
 
    There were no entries for a “sugawara,” and after flipping through once again, Danzen finally grew tired. 
 
    The wind woke him sometime in the middle of the night, the former assassin immediately going for his weapon as he thought he saw something shift in the shadows. 
 
    Some of the assassins that were currently hunting him, ones like Soko, or perhaps the blind Nomin, were known to operate in complete darkness. 
 
    Crouching now, Danzen slipped over to the wall next to the doorway, taking calculated breaths as he listened for any indication of movement within the monastery. 
 
    Another gust of wind wailed as it moved down the hill, to the farmland and the forest below. 
 
    Always one to be careful, Danzen sat with his back against the wall, Astra now in his lap, the sword still sheathed. 
 
    A week or so ago, he had tried setting alarms around the monastery, using a string with small bells tied to it. 
 
    But the winds, which started up almost randomly, quickly forced him to take these down. He also thought about setting up a tripwire in his home, but it would be something he would have to remove every morning, especially on the mornings that Khamdo came. 
 
    This had led him to training himself to keep all the doors shut, Danzen using a bit of leather to tie a small bell around the inner door knobs. 
 
    He hadn’t heard any of them ring, but he knew that there were a few assassins that would easily be able to get through this layer of security. 
 
    So he waited. 
 
    Sitting there with his sword across his lap, Danzen closed his eyes once again, sleeping with one eye open, constantly aware of any sounds around him, every creak, every wolf in the distance, wind swell, or light rain that only lasted for a few minutes. Everything. 
 
    Morning came and Danzen left his bedroom, cautiously moving out the back door and to the well, the ground soft and slightly muddy. He was greeted by Basan, the chicken spitting a plume of fire in his direction once Danzen turned to her cage. He retrieved the egg that she’d laid, and was just about to step back inside his monastery when he saw a flash of white. 
 
    “Careful,” Danzen told Kudzu the white fox, who was panting, her tongue hanging out of her mouth. “You’ve seen how my blade works.” 
 
    “I wasn’t trying to startle you.” She sat on her haunches, the chicken clucking nervously now that she spotted her. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “You have one egg.” 
 
    “I have some greens, and some vegetables too.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Fish?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, smiling at him. “That would be nice.” 
 
    Danzen brought the bucket of water into his kitchen and set the egg on the counter. After making sure the front of his monastery was locked, and saying hello to Yama, he joined Kudzu at the back, a strip of thin leather tucked into the front of his robes.  
 
    They moved toward the foothills that eventually turned into the Panchen Mountains, the fox instinctively leading him toward a good place to catch fish. 
 
    He had discovered several streams and a waterfall, Danzen alternating between them when he wanted protein. He was glad to discover that there were more options, like the shallow pool fed by two waterfalls that Kudzu eventually led him to. 
 
    “Have at it,” she said, the fox’s gray eyes darting left and right as she watched the fish move under the water. 
 
    Danzen loosed his sword into the water, easily passing through the body of a fish. It returned to his hand and he sent the strip of leather through its gills, placing it on a rock. 
 
    “I suppose you want these cooked as well,” said Danzen. 
 
    “If you’re offering…” 
 
    He caught another fish, and then another two, figuring that four should be enough, especially considering their size.  
 
    As they started back to his monastery, Danzen started to explain why he had called her, how at first it had been because of the lightning yokai. 
 
    “A sugawara,” Kudzu said, almost without fail. 
 
    “So you know this one?” 
 
    She nodded. “But it’s strange to see one so far away from the forest.” 
 
    “We’re not that far,” Danzen reminded her. He could, after all, see the forest from his front door, albeit at the bottom of a hill. 
 
    “Sugawara usually reside closer to Diyu and don’t come out very often. Only during storms. But yes, I know what it is. I’m assuming your book doesn’t have anything about it.” 
 
    “It doesn’t.” 
 
    “Once we get back, I’ll go over what I know, and you can write down what you find pertinent.” 
 
    “Thanks. There’s another thing.” 
 
    Danzen explained what had happened yesterday, about Uncle Gempachi and his seemingly random appearance, how the man seemed to have an insatiable appetite. 
 
    This caused Kudzu to pause. “And what did he look like?” 
 
    “Like a human, but very heavy, with long whiskers,” Danzen said, indicating what he meant with a gesture. 
 
    “I would need to see him,” she finally said. 
 
    “I don’t know how I would take you into town, unless I put you in a bag or something,” Danzen told her, thinking out loud. 
 
    “Please. You aren’t stuffing me in a bag. I will need to see him at night. Only then will I know what it is, or should I say, I will be certain of what it is. I have an idea.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “It may be a kyubi, which is another type of yokai fox like me, one that is a trickster known for shifting its forms. They are quite mischievous, and oftentimes, they get stuck in a form that they’ve chosen by consuming too much.” 
 
    “By consuming too much?” 
 
    “They are able to eat anything, these foxes, and they are more like you than they are like me.” 
 
    “As in more human?” 
 
    She nodded. “They don’t move on all fours like I do, and because they stand on two legs, their forms become more human-esque over the years. There aren’t many of them, but the ones that do exist have unique powers.” 
 
    “Like gluttony?” Danzen asked as they started to make their way down a slope toward his monastery. 
 
    “That and somewhat limited telepathic powers. This is how they exploit someone. They’re able to see inside their heads and understand things about a person that will make them easier to take advantage of.” 
 
    “And why do they take advantage of people?” 
 
    “Kyubi aren’t necessarily evil, but as I said, once they have taken a form, it can sort of take over their own psyche, if that makes sense.” 
 
    “I suppose it does.” 
 
    “They get trapped in this form, and their habits make it difficult for them to morph back unless the spell is broken. Kyubi aren’t the only yokai this can happen with, ones able to possess humans. I wouldn’t be surprised if you have encountered one before. Of all the yokai, they are the ones that have most integrated into human culture, many of them spending their entire lives as humans.” 
 
    Danzen tried to remember if he’d ever encountered a human who could eat like Uncle Gempachi. 
 
    “And not all are like the one you saw,” Kudzu said, interpreting the look on his face. “Many are able to control themselves and live successful lives as humans using trickery and mischief to amass great wealth and power. But, before I speculate any further, I would need to see it before I can say for certain that this is what you have encountered.” 
 
    “And if it is?” 
 
    “I assume that you want to help this family, right?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Then you may have to rid them of the kyubi. Sometimes they will leave on their own, but it may require a great deal of force to convince one to leave. You may even have to kill it.” 
 
    “I guess we will have to find out about that later,” Danzen said as they approached the back of his monastery, Basan letting out a burst of flame once the chicken saw the glimmering white fox. 
 
    “And there’s another thing,” she told him. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I did some asking around, and I found out about the gemstone that you are looking for, the one for your weapon.” 
 
    Danzen thought of his Blade of Darkness, and the indentation in the hilt. 
 
    “How hard will it be to get?” 
 
    Kudzu’s eyebrows pressed together. “Not easy. You would have to go deep into the forest, deeper than most humans have ever been. Of course, I do happen to know someone who could guide you…” she said as Danzen held the door open for her, her bushy tail curling a bit. 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    “I sure do. It’s been a while since I’ve been that deep into the woods.” 
 
    “Thank you. But first, I need to handle the situation in town.” 
 
    “Of course,” Kudzu told him. “We’ll see to that tonight, and set off in a day or so. I hope you don’t mind if I stick around for a while.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen enjoyed the company, especially one so knowledgeable on yokai. After they ate the fish, the two of them sat in the grass in front of his monastery to watch the sunset, Danzen first finding the page on kyubi. 
 
    A kyubi is a mythical fox known for its distinct nine tails, the Abbot had written. It is a shapeshifter, and kyubi often inhabit their human forms for their entire lives. There are rumors that the famous Emperor Lunheng, who was able to forge an early peace treaty between Diyu and Sunyata, was, in fact, a kyubi. Generally, these particular yokai are mischievous, not interested in the betterment of humankind and prone to exploiting a single family or village for the majority of their life. 
 
    “And if it is this particular yokai,” Danzen said, looking to Kudzu, “then what?” 
 
    “We will need to confirm that it is indeed a kyubi, like I said. If it is, there may be additional steps we’ll need to take to make him go away. Remember that this particular yokai can appear inside your head. What do you fear the most, Pilgrim?” she asked him casually. 
 
    Danzen swallowed hard.  
 
    The thing he feared the most was releasing his demons, especially in a public place. Not only would he be responsible for containing them, but news of the occurrence would travel pretty quickly, and then the assassins who were looking for him would discover his whereabouts. 
 
    Danzen wasn’t afraid to die; he was afraid of the amount of damage he would do in the process, and how this would affect the people he cared for like the Suja Villagers, not to mention innocent bystanders that didn’t deserve to be wrapped up in his complicated world. 
 
    “You still haven’t told me who you are,” she said, softly prying at him. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “The offer is still on the table: I’ll tell you something if you tell me something.” 
 
    “I’m not interested in bending my echo at a fox shrine,” Danzen said, his voice colder than normal. 
 
    Kudzu made a noise with her throat. “Hmmm… I guess I will ask again at another time.” 
 
    Danzen simply nodded. He didn’t know when he would tell the white fox the truth about who he was. He trusted Kudzu, and he liked her company. The truth would come out at some point, but there was a time and place for it to happen.  
 
    “What about this electric yokai?” Danzen asked after a few minutes of silence. “Sugawara.” 
 
    “That’s right, you wanted to know more about this one. The story goes that the sugawara was actually created by poetry. Long before the fall of Sunyata, a poet by the name of Sugawara no Michizane made a deal with a heavenly being, one who had come down to take his wife. In exchange for taking his life alongside hers, to die peacefully with his wife, he would create a final poem that spoke to the glory of Sunyata, one that, in his words, ‘would call forth a thunderstorm.’ The demon who had taken shelter inside his wife’s dying carcass heard this promise, and used it to his advantage.” 
 
    A wind picked up, both Danzen and Kudzu watching the breeze pass over the grass, pushing a few butterflies aside as it continued down the hill.  
 
    “So it wasn’t a reincarnated warrior?” 
 
    “No, and who told you that? When the time came for him to deliver his poem, Sugawara met the heavenly being on a hill near Chutham. He read the poem aloud, and as he did, the demon, who secretly had transferred himself from his dying wife’s body to Sugawara’s bag, sprung out only to be struck down by a bolt of lightning, which led to the creation of the demonic yokai. They say that there’s only one, and he’s able to multiply during a lightning storm. That’s probably what you encountered, the clone.” 
 
    “But it had armor.” 
 
    She nodded. “A very strange armor, from what I’ve heard, one made of a material that is very hard to come by. When it’s not lightning and thundering, this demonic yokai outfits his clones in this armor. Demons like to exploit our world, and some end up inhabiting it for a certain amount of time. But none of them want to live here. They have everything they could possibly need or want in their world, in Diyu. So in a way, it was a punishment for the celestial being to imprison this demon in our world in the form of this electric yokai who can spawn clones.” 
 
    “But why did they name it after Sugawara? Shouldn’t the yokai created be called something else? It seems like all that Sugawara did was write a poem.” 
 
    “That I don’t know. This was long before I was born, Pilgrim. Perhaps in the subsequent retellings, it was simply easier to call the demonic yokai ‘sugawara’ rather than come up with another name for it. I have heard some of his poems, and they are quite striking indeed. From what I know, there are no longer any copies of them in any of the libraries across the land, that there are just a few yokai who recite them orally.” She shrugged. “What can I say? This valley alone contains more secrets and stories than anyone could ever chronicle.” 
 
    Danzen was silent for a spell.  
 
    The longer they sat in front of his monastery, the more he wanted to tell her who he was, or better, who he had been. He had kept the secret bottled up now for two years, and just to be able to speak to it would feel like a great burden was lifted off his shoulders. 
 
    What better time than right now to confess?  
 
    Danzen resisted this impulse, not wanting to reveal too much. 
 
    Eventually, Kudzu started speaking again, this time about some of the hermits that had lived in the mountains. Not all were friendly like Dalan, and many had been killed by yokai once they overstepped their boundaries. 
 
    This prompted a question from Danzen, something he had been wondering. “Do you think that humans and yokai will ever be able to find a peaceful coexistence in the valley? From your perspective.” 
 
    The white fox turned to him, surprised to hear Danzen voice a question like this. 
 
    “That I don’t know,” she said. “There were times in the past when we were friendlier, but humans have a tendency to conquer and spread, and by that I mean claim territory and then spread out from it, taking new territory as their numbers grow. Yokai operate differently. There are some with great numbers, but most are spread out, and do not utilize territory the same way as your kind does. Maybe the forest and the mountains will be a natural border between your world and ours.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Danzen said, his gaze returning to the horizon, the setting sun accentuating the vibrant green trees, long stretches of fields and pastures. 
 
    “Hopefully.” 
 
    Night eventually came. 
 
    Danzen and Kudzu made the trek to the Third District, Danzen figuring he would surprise Sarnai with the yokai.  
 
    Khamdo had already met her, but it was Sarnai who was the more religious of the two, the one who would actually appreciate seeing the white fox.  
 
    Curiously, Sarnai’s visit to his monastery was what had sparked his first trip into the Panchen Mountains and his friendship with Khamdo. But she hadn’t been back since. This was another reason he wanted to bring Kudzu to her, to give the hard-working housewife a little taste of the magnificent, to remind her that there was a greater world out there with mystery and wonder. 
 
    Kudzu didn’t seem to mind being paraded around, especially after Danzen explained who Sarnai was, and how they had been instrumental in helping people of the Third District accept him. 
 
    They reached their quaint home and Danzen knocked on the door, Sarnai coming as she normally did, her baby in her hands. 
 
    “Pilgrim,” she said, before looking down to see the white fox sitting next to him. 
 
    “Oh… Oh my,” she said, instantly bowing her head. “A… kuzunoha.” 
 
    “Hello,” Kudzu told her. “Please, call me Kudzu.” 
 
    “You can speak?” 
 
    Leegan made a cute sound as her eyes fell on the fox. Khamdo came to the door, nodding in surprise when he saw Danzen and Kudzu. 
 
    “Come in,” he said quickly, the carpenter peeking out and making sure that no one had seen them. His cheeks were a bit red, Danzen recognizing the smell of alcohol on his breath. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” he asked Kudzu and Danzen once his wife wouldn’t step aside. He gently placed his hand on her elbow and moved her, Sarnai still shocked to see the yokai. 
 
    “We have business,” Danzen started to say. 
 
    “Nonsense, you need to eat. And I got…” Khamdo nodded firmly, punctuating his nod with a grunt. “Thank you. I told you, you didn’t have to pay me.” 
 
    “It’s the least I could do,” Danzen said as he stepped in, Kudzu following after him.  
 
    Just as Sarnai was about to close the door, Yeni came running up, an angry look on her face. This look changed quickly once she saw the fox’s white tail, the teenage girl gasping, both hands going over her mouth. 
 
    “Inside,” Khamdo said, motioning her in. 
 
    “What is that thing?” she asked. “I know, it’s a fox. Sorry.” 
 
    “I’m no ordinary fox,” Kudzu said, peering at Yeni in an almost playful way.  
 
    “You can talk?” Yeni screamed and covered her mouth. “Sorry. I came here…” She shook her head. “Sorry, I’m sorry,” she said to both Khamdo and Sarnai.  
 
    “It’s fine, come in and eat something,” Sarnai said.  
 
    “My uncle…” 
 
    “That’s why I’m here,” Kudzu assured the teenage girl. “Your friend here and I are planning to pay him a visit.” 
 
    “Pilgrim?” Yeni asked, looking at Danzen. “He’s not my… Sure, friend.” 
 
    Kudzu chuckled. Sarnai’s baby made her presence known again as she mumbled something, reaching out for the fox. 
 
    “Would you like her to pet me?” Kudzu asked Sarnai. 
 
    “That’s not necessary.” The housewife motioned for them to step into the dining room. “I’m just so glad you came. They say it’s good…” 
 
    “Luck,” Kudzu said, finishing her sentence. “So I’ve heard. I can’t seem to get any of this luck myself, though,” she said with a smile. Khamdo pulled the chair out and Kudzu hopped on it. “You don’t mind if I sit here, do you?” 
 
    “Please,” Sarnai said, trying to contain her excitement. “Amazing. I’ve never…” 
 
    “Can I pet you?” Yeni blurted out.  
 
    “Sure, but lightly, I just had a haircut.” 
 
    Danzen smirked at this, Khamdo surprised to see the former assassin smiling.  
 
    He could tell that Kudzu was playing with them a little, using the surprise of her appearance to her advantage. And if he’d had any qualms before about introducing her to the family, he no longer felt that way, Kudzu happy to interact with them. 
 
    Sarnai called Yeni into the kitchen.  
 
    The two of them started bringing food out, Danzen once again telling them that they weren’t here to eat. 
 
    “You may not be here to eat,” said Kudzu, “but I sure am. Although, eating at the table isn’t easy for me. I can sit here and talk with you, though.” She looked at the table and judged the distance from her plate to her mouth. “I suppose I could eat here, but it won’t be so appetizing to see me in the process.” 
 
    “Whatever works best for you,” said Sarnai. 
 
    “Tell me about your uncle,” Kudzu said just as Yeni was about to step out of the room. 
 
    “He…” She bit her lip. “That’s why I ran over here. I didn’t know you were coming,” she said, turning to Danzen. “He’s eaten even more now. Everything. Now he’s working on his second shelf. He ate an entire rack, two wooden crates, and all the shelves on it. I came to see if you had any scraps I could throw him,” she told Khamdo, who was already seated at the table, the baby in his arms. 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” said Danzen. “We’re going to figure this out tonight.” 
 
    “It sounds like he may be a yokai,” Kudzu said frankly. 
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    “We will soon find out. It is important that you stay here, however, where it’s safe,” she told Yeni. 
 
    “Where’s your father?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “I think he went to the tavern in the First District with Chuki. He brought over some spare wood for us, for Uncle Gempachi to eat, and they left together.” 
 
    “He sent you here?” 
 
    “Yes, well, sort of. I was supposed to stay at a friend’s place, but then I thought my uncle may be hungry, and I figured Khamdo may have something lying around so I could feed him.” 
 
    “You have to stop feeding him,” said Sarnai as she came out of the kitchen with a bowl of potatoes that had been boiled earlier and were now cold. She set the potatoes down, and placed a smaller bowl of dipping sauce next to them. 
 
    “I’m just worried he’s going to eat the structure of our store,” she said. “He was eyeing the wood that runs along the bottom of the wall this morning, licking his lips. I don’t know how you would eat it, but he looked like he wanted to try.” 
 
    “It’s worse than I thought it would be,” Kudzu said under her breath, so only Danzen could hear.  
 
    “Leave it to us,” Danzen assured the teenage girl. “But it’s important that you stay here, like I told you. We will try to make as little of a mess as possible.” 
 
    “You won’t kill him, right?” 
 
    Once Danzen didn’t answer, Kudzu took over. “If he is indeed your uncle, of course we won’t. If he is a yokai, one known as a kyubi, which is what I’m expecting him to be, then we will do what we have to do to get him out of the store. We will also find out where your uncle is, if he is still alive.”


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The streets were mostly empty aside from a pair of drunks, who stumbled out of Suja Raksi Hall, the men singing a song that Danzen had never heard before. 
 
    Apparently, Kudzu had heard it, the white fox humming along. 
 
    “It’s a song that used to be popular fifty or sixty years ago. People used to sing it on the day following the start of spring harvest. I actually haven’t heard it in a long time.” She paused, the fox taking to the darkness as the men stumbled by, the two heading toward the Second District. 
 
    “Why did they stop singing the song?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “There was a long winter one of those years, and the spring started late, ruining many of the fall harvest celebrations once the winter came back early again. Not many people got married that year, and some people thought it was the song that brought along the curse. I suppose those two heard it from their fathers, or perhaps their grandfathers considering their age. It’s a catchy tune.” 
 
    Danzen stopped in front of the front door of Mansukh’s store, hesitating slightly as he recalled what he had seen the previous night. 
 
    “Let me confirm what it is before you engage it,” she said. “If there’s a way that we can save it, I will let you know. Otherwise, there may be only one other choice.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    Danzen slowly opened the door, the fox quickly slipping in. He shut the door behind him and turned to find Uncle Gempachi now on all fours, chomping down on some of the wooden floorboards that he’d ripped up. 
 
    Kudzu spoke in a tone that Danzen had never heard before and the gluttonous man stopped, scowling as he looked up at her with bloodshot eyes. 
 
    He opened his mouth and a hunk of wood flew out, striking the fox in the shoulder.  
 
    She yelped as she fell to the side, Danzen immediately going for his sword. He was just about to throw it at the man when a whirlwind started up, one that was coming from the man’s open mouth as he sucked in air. 
 
    Danzen ducked immediately, grabbing Kudzu before she could be sucked into Uncle Gempachi’s mouth. He kept sucking in air, a vortex of energy ripping some of the paneling from the wall, Danzen’s robes beating around him as he prevented Kudzu from being consumed by the man.  
 
    “Outside,” she whispered, the fox blinking her gray eyes open, a streak of red startling against her white fur. 
 
    Danzen scooped the fox into his arms, crouched, and sent some of his superhuman strength into his calves as he bolted toward the door.  
 
    He made it past the threshold and landed outside, immediately dipping into the shadows caused by the building next to the general store. 
 
    He set the fox down and withdrew his weapon again, prepared to go back in, a hint of light from the tavern across the street reflecting against his blade as he brought it to the ready. 
 
    The sudden surge of adrenaline had kickstarted of all his senses in a weird way, Danzen able to smell individual spices in the restaurant that wasn’t far from the general store, able to hear everything from the creek of a floorboard inside the store to the individual footsteps of two men who were still singing, easily several hundred yards away by now. 
 
    “It’s not a kyubi,” said Kudzu as she caught her breath. 
 
    Seeing the white fox with a streak of blood on her shoulder not only angered Danzen, it made him, once again, realize how vulnerable he was. Had he been struck by the wood, had he not been able to bat it away if it had flown in his direction… 
 
    He shook his head.  
 
    Now wasn’t the time to focus on his demons; now was the time to get to the bottom of this.  
 
    “What is it?” he asked before arriving at the important question: “And how do I kill it?” 
 
    “It’s a bakeneko. I’ve never even seen one before. My mother spoke of one, but…” The fox sat down on her haunches and shook her head. “They only come around when thorough changes are afoot, at least that’s what she used to say. Maybe change is coming to the valley.” 
 
    “We have to get the creature out of the store before it destroys the building.” 
 
    The yokai known as a bakeneko hadn’t attempted to pursue them even though it could have, which led Danzen to believe that it would stay put as long as there was something to eat inside. 
 
    Once it chewed through most of the inner structure, it was bound to turn its focus on the village, and the homes that ran behind the general store. 
 
    “We need to get it out of there tonight,” Danzen said once Kudzu failed to reply to his previous statement. 
 
    “I believe it has a similar possession to the one I was telling you about,” she said, “a possession that is driven by gluttony. If we can break this spell, we should be able to bring it down without killing it.” 
 
    “And if we do end up killing it, will this create another issue for us?” 
 
    Kudzu considered this. “We should try not to kill it at first. It may have something important to tell us.” 
 
    “What else do you know about it?” 
 
    “Not much aside from what I have already told you.” 
 
    Considering his options, Danzen settled on one that would keep him in close proximity to the general store. 
 
    “Follow me,” he said, slipping into the residential area that ran behind the main thoroughfare. 
 
    They passed Temur and Maral’s house, which was rattling at the moment as the mother scolded her three boys. They continued onward until they came to a large home, easily the largest in the district, where two men in hoods were just leaving. 
 
    Danzen stopped dead in his tracks, his hand slowly dropping to the hilt of his blade. 
 
    “Who are they?” Kudzu hissed, Danzen’s pulse quickening. 
 
    It was too hard to tell who they were at a distance, the small amount of light provided by the moon not enough for him to make out their features. 
 
    Once the two hooded figures reached the edge of Elder Sonders' property, they turned in Danzen’s direction. 
 
    “This may get ugly,” he said as he withdrew his blade halfway. 
 
    One of the cloaked figures spotted him and stumbled backward, the other rushing to their counterpart.  
 
    It was in their movement that he realized that one was a male and one was a female, and it was by their reaction to seeing him partially withdraw his blade that he knew they weren’t members of the Diyu Brotherhood. 
 
     Had the two standing before him been Norwin Dawa, Nayaga, Nomin, Soko, or any of the other well-trained assassins he knew were searching for him… 
 
    Danzen slowly pressed his blade back into his scabbard. 
 
    “My apologies,” Danzen said to the two, the woman so startled by his presence that she couldn’t look him in the face. The man merely nodded, trying not to make eye contact with Danzen, neither of them seeing the white fox that had slipped into the shadows next to them. 
 
    “Is the Elder home?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “He is,” the man said. “We’ll be going now.” 
 
    The two left hurriedly, Danzen returning his focus to the mansion. He made his way to the front door, a voice coming from the other side and letting him know to hold on for a moment after he knocked. 
 
    “I told you,” Elder Sonders grumbled as he opened the door, “that’s quite enough for tonight. Shedrup needs to rest.” The older man cleared his throat. “Pilgrim? I… I wasn’t expecting you.” 
 
    “Who were those two?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “You mean…” The Elder nodded. “I’m not proud of it. They are performing a treatment on my nephew. Husband-and-wife team of herbalists from Chutham. I’ve been putting them up at a hotel in the Second District for two weeks now. It’s costing me a fortune. Oh…” The Elder’s eyes dropped to Kudzu. “Well, hello there.” 
 
    If the Elder was at all startled to see the white fox and her sparkling coat, he didn’t show it. He also didn’t show any surprise on his face when she started speaking, nor at the contrast caused by the wound on her shoulder. 
 
    “Glad to make your acquaintance,” said Kudzu. 
 
    Elder Sonders stepped back, the man leaning on the cane with the grip that had been shaped into the head of a wolf, a purple stone in the creature’s mouth. Danzen could feel the power radiating from the Sunyata talisman as the Elder invited them in. 
 
    He motioned them into the study. “How can I be of service?” he asked as he took a seat in a leather chair with armrests that had been sculpted into wolf heads.  
 
    “We’re trying to help Mansukh with his little problem,” Danzen explained. 
 
    “Ah, yes, Uncle Gempachi.” Elder Sonders started coughing. “Excuse me. I always get allergies this time of year. You were saying?” 
 
    “We’d like to use your library, if you don’t mind. This needs to be handled tonight,” Danzen said with finality. 
 
    “So he’s a yokai?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “I thought so.” 
 
    “We’re afraid that if he continues to do what he’s doing, his consumption will turn to the rest of the district,” Kudzu said with a bit more diplomacy than Danzen. 
 
    “It’s been a while since I’ve seen one of your kind,” Elder Sonders told her. “A good many years. I believe my wife was still alive when I last saw one of you. Yes, she was…” he said, a hint of sadness coming over him. 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear she passed.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” said the Elder, waving Kudzu’s concern away. “It was twenty years ago. Over twenty years before, being exact. And you had nothing to do with it, so there’s no reason to be sorry. Anyway, I won’t get in your way. Please, you know where the library is,” he told Danzen. “Just see yourself out when you’re ready. If the situation is going to require intervention on the village’s behalf, let me know first thing in the morning. We certainly don’t want this thing spreading. And one more thing.” 
 
    “Yes?” Danzen asked. 
 
    Elder Sonders nodded to Kudzu’s wound. “Do get that cleaned up before you leave. There are rags and fresh water in the kitchen. I hate to see blood on a creature so beautiful.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Kudzu said. “And I’m sure Pilgrim here knows how to treat a wound.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The Night Parade of Genshin Valley Yokai had an index, Danzen quickly able to locate the yokai known as a bakeneko. 
 
    “A bakeneko is a cat that has developed supernatural powers to transform into a yokai. The few that have been chronicled started off as house cats that began walking on their hind legs. Some can even reach the size of a full-grown adult,” Danzen read. 
 
    “That would explain his size…” 
 
    Kudzu was seated before him, watching Danzen with great interest as he skimmed through the passage. He found another pertinent detail and read it aloud: “Bakeneko are expert shapeshifters, able to morph into a variety of sizes and possess someone, reducing their size to fit inside a person’s body and operate it from there.” 
 
    “That sounds more plausible.” 
 
    “They are able to eat things that no human nor animal would normally be able to eat, and are even able to consume poison. There have been some cases where a bakeneko consumed its owner and lived in his place. Some are…” 
 
    “Read that last part again,” said Kudzu. 
 
    Danzen did as instructed. Once he was finished, she spoke: “That could also explain what may have happened to the real Uncle Gempachi. Maybe he was eaten, or maybe he was possessed. What else does it say?” 
 
    “Bakeneko have some psychic abilities, which allow them to view a person’s inner thoughts and discover something about them that they may not even know themselves. Some are rumored to be able to glimpse into the future; although they may not fully understand what they see, bakeneko are able to use what they have glimpsed to their advantage.” 
 
    “Does it say anything about their possession overtaking them?” 
 
    Danzen got to the final paragraph and nodded. “Bakeneko can be overwhelmed by the possession that they take, which can lead to dangerous situations as they move deeper and deeper into a mania that can harm the people around them. There is a story of a bakeneko who was once the house cat of a baker in Chutham. It took eight private militia to separate the bakeneko from the baker’s body. And after several tries, they were only able to do so through cutting off its tail.” 
 
    “So we can fix it in some way,” said Kudzu, “through cutting off its tail.” 
 
    “It looks like so. Although…” Danzen tried to remember if he’d seen a tail. “I didn’t see a tail. Did you?” 
 
    “I didn’t but it doesn’t mean that one isn’t there. I don’t think we should kill it,” she said. “I think we should try to free it from its possession first. It may be to our benefit not to immediately slay the creature.” 
 
    “I can try my best.” 
 
    “Who wrote that book, anyway?” she asked, looking at the spine. 
 
    “An anonymous source. There are two books. This one and The Hour of Meeting.” He pointed to the bookshelf, to a black book with a golden spine. 
 
    “And the Elder won’t let you borrow them?” 
 
    “Sadly, no. Perhaps I will be able to find a copy one of these days,” said Danzen, recalling the seller he had met in Chutham yesterday, the one who bought and sold yokai parts. “I know a man who may be able to get them. But I will have to check on that later.” 
 
    He closed the book. 
 
    “I take it you are ready to go back,” said Kudzu. 
 
    Danzen smiled at the white fox. “I am. This needs to be settled tonight, before it gets any worse.” 
 
    He returned the book to its proper location on the shelf. As he started to step out of the room, he heard some whimpering in the basement below. 
 
    “What’s going on down there?” Kudzu asked him. 
 
    Something dawned on Danzen as he turned back to the fox, an image flashing in his mind’s eye. “You were there, weren’t you?” 
 
    She started to smile. “Whatever do you mean?” 
 
    “The man in the basement is the Elder’s nephew, Shedrup. The Elder sent me after Shedrup, which turned out to be a rather…” Danzen didn’t want to say arduous, because the journey wasn’t arduous, but it had been a rather bothersome mission. “Anyway. I had to go after Shedrup after he was taken by debtors. This led me to Chutham, to a pleasure house run by a woman named Eva, who pointed to the mountains outside Chutham to find Shedrup. You were there, weren’t you?” he asked her, Danzen faintly remembering that he’d glimpsed a white fox scurrying away. 
 
    “I might have been.” 
 
    “What were you doing there?” 
 
    “I travel all over the valley,” she said with a shrug. “I have things that I do, and places that I go.” 
 
    “You weren’t watching me, were you?” 
 
    “Word travels quickly within the ranks of yokai, at least the ones who communicate with one another. I had heard of a stranger showing up and taking refuge in a cave outside of Suja Village.” 
 
    “You were out at night? I thought you didn’t go out at night.” 
 
    “I normally don’t, but after I saw you lumber back toward the city, and later leave it, heading toward the mountains, I thought I would follow and see what you were up to.” 
 
    “You have seen me use my power before,” he said. “My… Demon Speak ability.” 
 
    “Is that what you call it?” 
 
    “That’s what my teacher called it. I’ve just never thought enough to change the name.” 
 
    “Do you know why he called it that?” 
 
    Danzen shook his head, not wanting to give any power to the fact he could be half-demon. 
 
    While he hadn’t displayed much of his superhuman strength in his short battle with Shedrup, Danzen had tried and failed to use this ability, a mystery he had yet to solve. He still didn’t know how Shedrup had resisted his power, but he wasn’t the first person he’d found that wasn’t swayed by it. It also didn’t work on several of the assassins, including Soko. 
 
    The fox tilted her head as she looked at him. “As I told you before, I’m always here to talk about where you are from and perhaps what you are when you’re ready.” 
 
    Danzen turned away from her, heading to the exit. 
 
    Kudzu caught up with him a few seconds later. “I thought not. Anyhow, let’s see what we can do with this bakeneko.” 
 
    He paused, and looked at the red streak on her glimmering white coat. “We will, but first, let me clean your wound.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen and Kudzu moved through the darkened neighborhood, the former assassin on edge just as soon as he stepped out of the Elder’s home. He recalled the two hooded herbalists that had startled him earlier, which reminded Danzen once again who he was and where he had come from. 
 
    There would never be a moment in which he wasn’t on edge.  
 
    A light rain had started up, just a few droplets. The rain brought a cool wind with it, one that reminded Danzen of the Brotherhood. Situated in the mountains outside the western city of Sainshand, the air was generally cold, and the mountain rains often came with a thick mist that smelled of wet stone. 
 
    Something about this rain was similar to countless downpours he had experienced in his youth, all of which would start softly, just a few drops on the ground, and would eventually swell into a torrential downpour, one that Biren Yeshe encouraged the young assassins to train in so they could grow used to fighting in all kinds of environments. 
 
    This memory left him once they reached the door of the general store, Danzen just about to open it up when a voice caught his attention. 
 
    “Stop,” said Mansukh, reaching out to him. 
 
    The drunken store owner took a lumbering step in their direction and Danzen immediately went over to him, Kudzu slipping into the shadows. 
 
    “You need to go somewhere,” Danzen told Mansukh. “Trust me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry…” He cleared his throat. “This is it. I have a delivery tomorrow, he will eat it all, and that’s it, a delivery I can’t even pay for,” said the big man, the stench of alcohol on his breath. 
 
    “Here.” Danzen reached into his satchel and returned with his coin purse, where he’d kept the money he had received from selling the sugawara’s armor.  “This should help.” 
 
    “No,” Mansukh said, trying to push Danzen away. 
 
    “You can pay me back once you’re good for it, or give me credit in the store,” Danzen told him. “I don’t come around too often, so that credit can last.” 
 
    “Give you credit?” Mansukh lifted his chin, looking at Danzen over the bridge of his nose as the rain came to a stop. “Yes, I believe I could do that. Of course I could.” 
 
    Danzen handed him the money. “It would be best if you aren’t around for what happens next.” 
 
    “What… what do you mean?” 
 
    “That isn’t your uncle in there; it’s a yokai known as a bakeneko. I’m going to handle things, but you may not want to be around what happens next. I would prefer if you weren’t around. There could be some damage, but I will try to limit that.” 
 
    “All right,” he finally said. “I have somewhere I can go, to Pancha’s place. Yeni is at Khamdo’s, right?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “I figured she would go there over her friend’s home, mostly for Sarnai’s cooking, but I just wanted to check. I shouldn’t have gone out tonight, this guy I know…” 
 
    Danzen waved the man’s explanation away. “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “…He wanted to buy my store, so maybe not really a friend. But I told him no. And…” He exhaled audibly. “What a blessing it was to find you out here.” 
 
    “I have to handle this now,” Danzen told him. “You need to go.” 
 
    “Right, I’ll head over to Pancha’s place then. He has a couple extra beds.” 
 
    Mansukh stumbled away, and once he was gone, Kudzu came out of the shadows. “Not a very responsible store owner.” 
 
    “He’s not so bad,” Danzen told her. “I believe the situation has just gotten the best of him.” 
 
    Kudzu nodded to the general store. “Remember, we will need to cut off the bakeneko’s tail. It will regrow, but cutting it off now will stop the possession. If that doesn’t work…” 
 
    Danzen opened the door to find that the lights in the general store were out, that the space was dark, just a small amount of moon coming through the windows. 
 
    It took his eyes just a moment to adjust to the darkness, and through the subtle moonlight he saw that Uncle Gempachi was now sleeping with his hands on his stomach, breath going in and out of his nostrils, the man offering up an occasional snort that disturbed his enormous whiskers. 
 
    He came awake as Danzen slowly withdrew his blade, the man rolling onto his stomach and lunging at the former assassin, a ravenous look on his face. 
 
    Backpedaling, Danzen stepped out of the door, Kudzu leaping aside as the massive Uncle Gempachi got caught in the doorframe, the red-eyed man snapping his teeth and licking his lips, the structure starting to give way. 
 
    Suddenly, he stopped his mad scramble, his whiskers twitching. 
 
    It could be so simple; Danzen could loose Astra right now and put an end to this madness. 
 
    But he didn’t. 
 
    With his sword drawn, his arms tense, he slowly waited to see what the bakeneko would do next. 
 
    What he didn’t expect was for the creature to scurry back into the general store, a ton of commotion ringing out to the streets as something happened inside. 
 
    The door flung open and a new opponent stepped out, one that Danzen didn’t recognize. 
 
    The man wore white robes and he was exceedingly muscled, his hair red and wavy, his eyebrows thick, his nose long and the look on his face one of utter contempt. 
 
    “Do you know who he is?” Kudzu asked, the fox suddenly at Danzen’s side. 
 
    “I’ve never seen the man before in my life,” Danzen told her as he took the man in. 
 
    “It’s not anyone you know? I think that the bakeneko shapeshifted into an image from your memories or perhaps…” She gasped. “Your future.” 
 
    “Another assassin?” Danzen asked, watching as his opponent cracked his knuckles.  
 
    Not at all afraid of Danzen’s blade, his opponent crouched, as if it were preparing to spring at him. 
 
    “I have to kill it,” Danzen said suddenly. “If it draws blood…” 
 
    He Didn’t have a chance to finish this statement as the robed man exploded in his direction, moving faster than anyone Danzen had ever fought before. 
 
    His famed blade was knocked out of his hand as the shape-shifting yokai tackled Danzen to the ground. The former assassin pressed back to his feet, conjuring his own superhuman strength to throw his opponent off. 
 
    Energy suddenly swelling around them, the two lifted in the air, Danzen throwing punch after punch, which the bakeneko blocked, the shapeshifter with a blank look on his borrowed face now as his arms moved back and forth, stopping every one of Danzen’s attacks. 
 
    Danzen felt the sensation of Astra returning to his scabbard; as it did, he kicked his foot around and managed to send the robed man to the ground, causing a small crater. 
 
    Kudzu charged forward and leaped into the air, grabbing onto the creature’s tail with her mouth, trying to rip it off. 
 
    She was tossed aside, the fox colliding with a wooden barrel that was in front of Mansukh’s store.  
 
    Calling upon his lightning-fast speed, Danzen bolted toward the possession. 
 
    He thought he had him too, but the bakeneko managed to twist his body in a way that caused Danzen to miss his mark and stumble toward the general store.  
 
    Back on his feet now, his robed opponent zipped forward with a kick that connected with the front of Danzen’s chest, the former assassin flying backward through the outer wall of the general store.  
 
    Danzen’s first response was to pat his body down to see if he had shed blood in some way. He knew what it felt like when his demons came, and he didn’t feel like that now, but after a hit like that… 
 
    As soon as he confirmed he hadn’t been cut, Danzen hopped back to his feet, his hood naturally coming over his head as he dove through the same hole he had just come through. 
 
    He tackled the shapeshifting yokai, and used all of his force to flip him over. 
 
    Danzen scrambled around and placed his knee on the back of his opponent’s head. He lifted the bakeneko’s tail, and sliced it clean off. He pressed back just in time as a spiral of dust began to twist in the air before him. 
 
    Kudzu joined him, the white fox a bit breathless. “Uncle Gempachi is still in the store. Did you see him? He’s alive!” 
 
    Danzen shook his head, his sword at the ready as he waited to see what would happen next. The yokai’s white robes started to shrink, his muscles twisting together and ballooning out into the form of a short, pudgy being. 
 
    Danzen and Kudzu were presented by a new image, one of a portly cat with big whiskers, who stood on two legs and was a few heads shorter than Danzen. The cat wore a vest that barely covered his black and gray form, and there was something entirely comical about his appearance. 
 
    “You did this?” he asked in an uncertain voice. “You freed me?” 
 
    Danzen bristled, clearly prepared for the yokai to try to attack him again. 
 
    “Thank you,” said the cat, smiling from cheek to cheek. “And thank you as well, Ms. Fox.” 
 
    Kudzu’s lips curled as she started to growl at the bakeneko. 
 
    “Easy, easy,” he told her, his voice a bit scratchy. “I won’t bother you any longer. Like I said, you freed me.” He turned and looked at the place where his tail used to be. “I’m going to miss that tail.” 
 
    “Who was the man in white robes?” 
 
    The cat approached Danzen, bobbing his head left and right as he looked at him with his shining yellow eyes. “The man in white robes…” The cat laughed. “I suppose I will answer that question the next time we meet. It shouldn’t be long now, Pilgrim.” 
 
    A wind picked up and the bakeneko took off, neither Kudzu nor Danzen chasing after him. 
 
    “He reminds me of a fox I once knew,” said Kudzu bitterly as she sat on her haunches. “Full of trickery, mischief. Look what he has done here.” 
 
    Not ready to process what he’d just witnessed, Danzen glanced to the outer wall of the general store. He was amazed that he hadn’t cut his skin with the way he’d flown through the wall. It was truly because of the thickness of his robes; without them, Danzen would have surely unleashed his demons. 
 
    He returned to the darkened store to find a man huddled in the corner. “Please… Please don’t hurt me. Please! I don’t know where I am…” 
 
    “Uncle Gempachi?” 
 
    “Y-y-yes?” 
 
    Danzen let out a sigh of relief. “Welcome to Suja Village.”


 
   
  
 

 Part Eight 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Not wanting to draw attention to herself after their encounter with the shapeshifting yokai, Kudzu headed back to Danzen’s monastery, where he would meet her the following morning. 
 
    Danzen spent the rest of the night with Uncle Gempachi, whom he had walked over to Maral and Temur’s place, knowing that they had plenty of spare bedrooms. 
 
    He gave the man water, and remained seated on the floor before his bed, Danzen’s legs crossed beneath his body as he kept a watchful eye on the man. 
 
    Danzen didn’t know what he would have done had the man suddenly started dying, but perhaps his presence helped Uncle Gempachi’s fever subside in the night, the man finally able to rest. 
 
    The first place he visited once morning came was Khamdo and Sarnai’s home to retrieve Yeni. The teenager tried to contain her excitement upon seeing Danzen, Sarnai chuckling in a way that reminded Danzen of something about Yeni just discovering the opposite sex. 
 
    Once he had her with him, they crossed the street and headed toward the outer edge of the Third District, to Pancha’s place, Danzen not yet revealing to her what had happened. 
 
    Enkhmaa came to Pancha’s door, the spunky youth in pigtails and her trademark yellow robes. The smell of baked bread wafted out of the home as she called for her grandfather, the former stableman smiling grimly once he saw Danzen.  
 
    “How did it go?” Pancha asked as he motioned for Danzen and Yeni to follow him.  
 
    “Everything is fine now,” Danzen told him, which was the same thing he’d said to Yeni just twenty minutes ago. 
 
    The birds chirped from the trees that surrounded the home as the three came around to a building behind the house, Pancha knocking several times. 
 
    “I’m up,” Mansukh called from the other side of the door.  
 
    He joined them a few moments later, the white-haired man shirtless, his gut hanging over his pants. Before they could speak, Enkhmaa came running out the back door of the home with a basketful of bread. 
 
    “Who’s hungry?” she asked, the youth not paying attention to her footing as she tripped over a rock and fell, the bread rolls flying. 
 
    Danzen managed to catch one, the others not so much. 
 
    Yeni looked to the former assassin, who quickly offered her the bread roll. 
 
    “Thanks…” she said, taking it from him. 
 
    “I’m sorry!” Enkhmaa started to say as she tried to gather the bread.  
 
    “It’s fine, it’s fine,” Pancha told her, not able to contain his laughter. “Don’t tell your grandmother, got it? Now tear up the bread and throw it out by the trees. The birds will like it.” 
 
    “What kind of damage are we looking at?” Mansukh asked Danzen, the shop owner pursing his lips together. “Tell me everything.” 
 
    “Your uncle is alive. He’s resting at Temur and Maral’s place.” 
 
    Yeni let out a sigh of relief.  
 
    “It was a yokai that had possessed him, just as I had expected, one known as a bakeneko. Regarding your shop…” 
 
    Mansukh clenched his eyes shut for a moment. “Is it still there? I was just about to head over, but if you have bad news for me, I’d rather hear it now.” 
 
    “Your shop is there, but it will require some repairs. There’s a hole in the outer wall, and the doorframe may need to be looked at, as well as some of the inner structure.” 
 
    “But it's still standing, right?” Yeni asked. 
 
    “It is,” Danzen told her.  
 
    “Let’s go,” said Pancha, who made a clicking sound, one of his horses perking its ears up. While the man had trouble walking, he had no problem mounting a horse. He rode ahead as Mansukh, his granddaughter Enkhmaa, Yeni, and Danzen walked toward the store, Mansukh still without a shirt on. 
 
    “What happened exactly?” Mansukh asked once the store was in view. “How did that hole get there?” 
 
    “I had to fight the yokai, and he kicked me through it,” Danzen told him point-blank. 
 
    Yeni gasped. “Are you injured?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Mansukh grunted. “Did you kill it?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    The three heard the sound of wagon wheels; Danzen looked ahead to see that Pancha had ridden his horse over to a merchant, one with a load of supplies on the back of his wagon. 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re still standing,” Mansukh said as he waved to the supplier, his eyes still on the hole in the exterior wall of his store. 
 
    “I got lucky,” Danzen finally told him. 
 
    “I’m sure that Khamdo can fix that,” said Yeni. “He can fix anything. It’s really amazing!” 
 
    “You’re right,” Mansukh told his daughter. “Go fetch him and let him know that I need to have this fixed today. Have him grab Temur as well. They work faster together. If he has other plans, then ask him to add this to his schedule as soon as he’s free.” 
 
    “Dad…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Put on a shirt.” 
 
    He shooed his daughter away. “I will. Just let me handle the business.” 
 
    “I believe I will be going as well,” Danzen told Mansukh after Yeni had left. 
 
    “I can’t thank you enough for what you’ve done,” said Mansukh, a humble look on his face as he bowed his head. “I don’t know why you came here, or what made you leave the west, but I’m glad you’re here. We all are,” he said, motioning toward Pancha, who was still speaking to the merchant. “You have credit at my store now. And if you need anything, you let me know, all right? You’re one of us now, Pilgrim. You have been since you helped Sarnai with her baby.” 
 
    Danzen nodded and slowly started to drift away as others came to speak to Mansukh. Once he was a few steps away from the crowd, the former assassin placed his hood over his head, and started back to his monastery. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen reached his monastery to find Yama and Kudzu waiting for him out front, both of them seated next to Yama’s pedestal. 
 
    “I thought you would never come,” said the white fox, a sly grin taking shape on her face. 
 
    Yama came forward and Danzen placed his hand on the lion dog’s head, patting it. 
 
    “We would do well to find his companion,” said Kudzu. “I’m certain that she is buried around here somewhere.” 
 
    She was referring to the other lion dog statue, the one that had been decapitated, and was said to watch the inside of the monastery while Yama watched the outside. 
 
    Rather than reply, Danzen stepped into his monastery, Kudzu following after him. 
 
    He passed through the main space, recalling how cluttered it had been when he had taken over. The debris, the weeds, the religious items—everything had been in disarray. The place looked completely different now, aside from the inner ceiling, which still was covered in cracked frescoes that had seen better days. 
 
    Perhaps Danzen would see if there was an artisan who could return it to its former glory… 
 
    He moved into his bedroom and retrieved the Blade of Darkness, removing it from its sheath. Danzen strapped the sheath on his back. 
 
    “We’re leaving that quickly, huh?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “Did you want to stay?”  
 
    Danzen placed a few items in his satchel including his sewing kit, his firestarter, a clean enough set of robes, and his field diary. He caught a glimmer on the two-drawer dresser that Khamdo had crafted him, Danzen’s eyes falling upon the mask he’d made with circular mirrors sewn into its backside. 
 
    “No, it’s fine,” said Kudzu. “I suppose it’s better for us to get on our way, especially where I’m taking you.” 
 
    “You never really mentioned where you were taking me,” he said as he sheathed his Blade of Darkness. 
 
    “Let’s keep it a surprise.” Kudzu trotted out of his room, her white tail bouncing behind her. 
 
    “Should I bring food?” he called after her.  
 
    He still had some grain left that he could cook up into flat patties, which they could eat later. 
 
    He was pretty sure they would just eat along the way as well, or when they got hungry, his assumptions confirmed when Kudzu told him not to bother preparing any food for their journey. 
 
    Danzen brought an additional bag in his satchel, one he’d made for some of the material that Khamdo had used to lug items up to the monastery. 
 
    This bag was for collection purposes.  
 
    If Danzen did encounter any yokai that needed to be dealt with, and there were parts of them he could harvest after, he would do so.  
 
    Meeting the seller in Chutham really had turned out to be a blessing, and as long as he was buying, Danzen would have another way to make money in the valley. 
 
    He joined Kudzu at the front of his monastery and the two stepped out, Danzen locking up behind him. 
 
    From there they traveled down the hill, Yama coming halfway with them and finally stopping once he’d gone too far. 
 
    “Be sure to keep an eye on Basan,” Danzen told the lion dog, who grunted a response. 
 
    With Kudzu in the lead, the two made their way straight into the Asura Forest, the fox keeping a leisurely pace until they were deep in the foliage. 
 
    She started moving faster, Danzen keeping on her tail, constantly aware of the additional weight put on his shoulder due to his Blade of Darkness and its added height. 
 
    Glaives were two-handed weapons with the blade on one end and the grip on the other, not quite a poleax, but somewhat similar in usage. The glaives Danzen had used previously had longer poles and smaller tips on the end, much more like a staff than the Blade of Darkness, which only had a pole running up about a third of the weapon’s length, the rest a blackened blade. 
 
    It was a killer weapon, and if putting a gemstone in it would allow Danzen to command shadows, it would be monstrously useful. 
 
    There had once been an assassin who stopped by the Diyu Brotherhood for a demonstration on shadow-fighting. The man wore several necklaces with Sunyata remnants on them, which began glowing with energy as soon as he called upon them. 
 
    It was quite an impressive display of power, the man able to cut through solid stone with his shadowy tendrils, which at times draped from his wrists like loosened silk. 
 
    Danzen could no longer remember his name.  
 
    It had been one of many demonstrations he had been part of in his youth, the Brotherhood encouraging the young assassins to utilize remnants in any way that they could, all aside from Danzen. 
 
    He had been told several times by Biren Yeshe that his power would be tainted if he went that route. So he never did, Danzen never questioning the wisdom of his former instructor. 
 
    Danzen and Kudzu came to a small river, which he assumed was an offshoot of the rock outcropping he had discovered in the forest when he’d gone to rescue Enkhmaa. Kudzu stopped to drink, her eyes immediately darting to a space just a few feet in front of her.  
 
    She turned to Danzen. 
 
    No words were exchanged as he loosed Astra, his blade slicing into the water and returning immediately with two fish on its end. Danzen let them flop on a rock until they died, and strung them up on the leather string he always had with him.  
 
    He returned his focus to the water and caught a few more. 
 
    He hadn’t seen fish this color before, pink with blue diamonds across their gills, yellow fins, and orange eyes. They each weighed over a pound, Danzen hoisting them over his other shoulder once they continued deeper into the woods. 
 
    The two were silent as they came to an area where the canopies of the trees above them were fifty feet or higher, the two much deeper in the forest than Danzen had ever been before, more so than when he faced off against the bear-like creature.  
 
    He noticed something in the air now, a light sparkle every now and then from a ray of light that happened to press through the leaves overhead. This feature made the place feel ethereal, as if he were walking through a living shrine. 
 
    “Where are we going exactly?” he asked as the color of the trees began to change, their trunks now a shade of orange, the leaves above red, like some of the trees that bloomed in the early spring west of Arsi.  
 
    Danzen had been quiet for some time; something about the place was making him feel uneasy, as if he were stepping into another world.  
 
    “We’re going to ask a friend of mine about your gemstone,” said Kudzu. 
 
    “I thought you already knew where it was.” 
 
    “She does, but she said she wanted something before she told me.” 
 
    “And what was that? What did she want?” Danzen asked, his hand not far from the hilt of his blade now, the hairs on the back of his neck standing as Kudzu continued forward, as the colors of the forest framed her in a strange vibrancy. 
 
    “Relax. She wants to meet you. And as to your question about where we're going, we’re going to Ogul.” 
 
    “Ogul?” 
 
    “It’s a yokai gathering place, a village, if you will. Come, it’s not much farther now.”


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The trees soon opened up into a rather expansive glade with monumental stones, many of which had overhangs that provided shelter. Vines ran down the rocks, some of them tied off, others lumped together to conceal the front entrances of caves. 
 
    There was some movement, but the yokai village known as Ogul was completely silent now. As he took another look at his surroundings, Danzen got the feeling that he was being watched by more than one pair of eyes. 
 
    “Like I said,” Kudzu told him, “you are the first human that has been here in a while.” 
 
    “And they live here?” Danzen asked, noticing the tail of a creature slipping into one of the outward-facing caves.  
 
    “Some do, most just visit when they are in need of something. As I’m sure you’ve noticed, there are different kinds of yokai,” she said as they passed a series of stones jutting out of the ground that almost resembled a long table, a flat rock balanced on top of the stones. 
 
    As they moved deeper into the yokai village, a large, three-legged raven landed on an oval-shaped rock next to a trickling source of water. 
 
    The raven observed them and took off, heading in a westerly direction. 
 
    “You are going to be the talk of the forest,” Kudzu said, a hint of pride in her voice. 
 
    “And you are sure it’s all right for me to be here?” he asked her as they came to a series of enormous trees, their orange trunks easily the size of carriages. There were entryways carved into the trunks, some with actual doors, others completely open, an occasional flash of eyes catching Danzen’s attention. 
 
    “I am sure,” the white fox told him. “I have been part of this community for many years, and anyone that would question my decisions has long since passed.” 
 
    As they weaved through the lane of trees, a small white creature with yellow eyes and nostrils like that of a snake peeked out from one of the entryways. It made a startled sound with its throat, and slipped back to the entryway. 
 
    “Hajiki, go get your mother,” Kudzu called after. 
 
    Hajiki soon returned with a larger version of himself, his mother several times the size. Akin to a raccoon, these yokai had five tapered fingers, and appeared to lack thumbs. 
 
    “Kikikaki,” Kudzu said with a slight bow of her head. 
 
    “So this is the man,” said the larger yokai, her gruff voice not matching the inviting smile on her face.  
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Ah, you said he was a silent one, didn’t you?” Kikikaki asked, her nostrils flaring as she took Danzen in. Something flashed across her eyes, and in that moment,  he felt naked in front of her, as if she could see something that others couldn’t. “It doesn’t matter now,” was all she said regarding the premonition she’d had. “It doesn’t matter now. Welcome to Ogul. Pilgrim, is it?” 
 
    “Yes, Pilgrim. Thank you,” said Danzen as he took a look around, seeing that she was going to be the only yokai that welcomed him. Aside from the three-legged raven and her son, Hajiki, it seemed like most the inhabitants of Ogul had disappeared. 
 
    “Don’t mind them,” Kikikaki told him as she gestured toward the rest of the village. “They’ll warm up to you on your next visit, or perhaps your next, or your next. How many times do you plan to bring him?” she asked Kudzu playfully. 
 
    “As many times as it takes,” said Kudzu, Danzen not certain what she meant by this. 
 
    “I know you’ve come a long way and you still have a journey ahead of you. I won’t take too much of your time. Night is coming,” said Kikikaki, her yellow eyes looking up to the sky, “so you will have to stay here for the night.” 
 
    “In your tree?” 
 
    “There’s plenty of room.” She motioned him in. “See for yourself.” 
 
    Danzen ducked his head down and slipped into the entryway that had been carved into the tree trunk, finding the space inside even more expansive than he thought it would be. Standing up meant he would have to crouch just a little, but sitting down or relaxing gave him plenty of space to stretch out. It appeared that their hosts were the burrowing type, Danzen confirming this once he saw a hole in the ground that had a set of stairs that led down.  
 
    “Please, sit.” Kikikaki motioned for her son to head down the stairs.  
 
    Kudzu aimed her snout at the fish Danzen had strung over his shoulder. “We brought this.”  
 
    “Wonderful,” said Kikikaki, her hands outstretched as she waited for Danzen to hand the fish to her. She called her son again and he came lumbering up the stairs with a grouchy look on his face. Once she handed him the string of fish, he quickly exited.  
 
    “Now, I suppose that I will just get down to it. You are looking for a particular gemstone, are you not?” 
 
    “That’s right,” said Danzen as he removed his Blade of Darkness. He carefully showed her where the stone went. 
 
    “I believe it will fit. Yes, it’s certainly a match. There was a curious gemstone dropped off here by a bird a number of years back. Well, not here exactly, but in the Asura Forest. But it’s not going to be easy retrieving it because the gemstone was dropped near a jubokko tree. Do you know what that is?” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. 
 
    “It is a yokai that grows at the site of a battle, its roots drinking from the blood of the people that have died there. These trees are quite powerful, and they can summon the bones of the dead to defend it. Are you still interested in retrieving the gemstone?” 
 
    Danzen looked down at the indentation in his weapon, recalling yet again the demonstration he’d seen at the Diyu Brotherhood.  
 
    Going after the Sunyata gemstone was worth it. Members of the Brotherhood would come for Danzen eventually, and when they finally found him, the weapon would give him another line of defense. 
 
    “Yes, I am,” he finally told her. 
 
    “I had a feeling you’d say that,” she said as she waddled to her feet. “Dinner won’t be long. Until then, please relax.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Kudzu joined Kikikaki downstairs, leaving Danzen to flip through his field diary. He came to one of the Abbot's sketchings that resembled their host, her species known, oddly enough, as a hajikkaki.  
 
    Danzen read the description, confirming that they had white, hairless bodies, the yokai plump with yellow eyes and fangs. Abbot Mergen wrote that they were pathetic-looking, and that they frequently placed their hands over their heads in the display of embarrassment. 
 
    If that was the case, Danzen hadn’t seen either Kikikaki or her son, Hajiki, make this gesture, which he took to mean that he would probably need to add an additional note to the diary about these particular yokai. 
 
    There was also an explanation for why they were shy, which claimed that this behavior was due to the fact that they spent most of their lives buried underground. The Abbot warned against digging one up, as it would bring great shame to a person. 
 
    Danzen doubted that Abbot Mergen had actually gotten to know one of these particular yokai. This made him wonder how many of the interpretations in his field diary were simply bits of information he had jotted down from the Elder’s library, or things he had heard along the way, rather than true accounts. 
 
    He’d already discovered some discrepancies.  
 
    Danzen next located the jubokko tree, which also came with a picture that showed a cross-section of a tree, its roots surrounded by skeletons, veins of blood moving through its trunk.  
 
    Danzen read the description, which was accurate to what Kikikaki had told him: The jubokko tree grows on the sites of battles or massacres, in places where there has been enough bloodshed to saturate the ground. They begin as normal trees that are turned into yokai after absorbing blood through their roots. Once they have had a taste for blood it is all they thirst for, the tree known for using its branches to kill animals so it can quench its thirst. They are also able to animate the bones of those whose blood they have drained. 
 
    Kudzu came up the steps, joined by Kikikaki and her son, who once again carried a gloomy expression on his face. 
 
    They ate, and as they did so Danzen listened to their conversations about the Asura Forest, and how the outskirts of Chutham were beginning to encroach upon the boundaries that had been set long ago, through treaties that humans no longer remembered. 
 
    They were concerned about this, but there was little they could do aside from attack humans, which only exacerbated things. 
 
    The fish was good, the fillet rubbed in an herb that was surprisingly spicy, Danzen glad that Kikikaki’s son had fetched water from a nearby cold spring to soothe the burning sensation in his mouth. 
 
    After dinner, Kikikaki and her son headed downstairs, which left Danzen with Kudzu. 
 
    “How dangerous is this tree?” he asked, once he was sure that the woman wasn’t coming up again, so it would be just the two of them. 
 
    “A jubokko tree is exceptionally dangerous,” Kudzu told him. “One of the nastier yokai that lurk in these woods. I hope you’re prepared to fight to get this gemstone; I’m afraid I won’t be of much use against the armored skeletons the tree will be able to summon.” 
 
    “So I’ve read,” said Danzen, showing her his field diary. 
 
    “But as always, I will do my best to help you.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. “There’s something…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    He swallowed hard, deciding at that moment it was important to tell her at least a few things about himself, just so she knew what to do if something happened. 
 
    “I have a condition,” Danzen explained after a long pause. “You have seen some of my condition, my ability to command people with my voice,” he said, referring to his interactions with Shedrup in the Chutham Mountains. “You’ve also seen my enhanced strength, speed, and stamina. But there is another side of my power. I can’t get cut; I can’t bleed. If I do, if I shed even a single drop of blood, demons come out of me. Not from me, but from the ground beneath me. Their numbers increase depending on the amount of blood I’ve shed…” He bit his lip.  
 
    “Remind me again what you call this vocal ability of yours?” she asked carefully. 
 
    “Demon Speak,” he said. “It’s what my teacher called it.” 
 
    “And when you bleed, you unleash demons as well, correct?” 
 
    Danzen exhaled audibly.  
 
    It felt like a weight had been lifted off his shoulders, the confession a long time coming. He also had a feeling that he knew what she was hinting at here, something he never dwelled on about his past, about who he was. “The last time it happened was two years ago…” 
 
    “And who did you say your mother and father were?” 
 
    “I was an orphan,” Danzen told her. “I don’t know who they were.” 
 
    “I could smell something was different about you, something off about your blood. I’m sure the others, at least those with heightened senses of smell, have noticed it as well. I’ve smelled it before, when I was in the Panchen Mountains, too close to Diyu. I don’t know what this means, but it is something to think about,” she said, not giving voice to what they both knew she was hinting at, that some part of him was different than other people in their world. 
 
    “I’ve thought a lot about it. If I never bleed again, I’ll be content.” 
 
    “Everyone bleeds.” 
 
    “I go to great lengths not to. Something small, like a pinprick, won’t really do much, especially if I suck it up quickly. But once we move past the size of a minor scratch, that’s when things turn ugly for me,” Danzen locked eyes with her, “and for anyone around me. If this is what happens tomorrow, you need to leave. I have every intention not to let it happen, but if it does, I don’t want you to see what happens next.” 
 
    “What happens next?” Kudzu asked, her voice quivering. 
 
    “They come. And if I’m able to, I kill them.”


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The yokai village of Ogul came alive after the two went down for the night, Kudzu sleeping on one side of the room, and Danzen stretched out on the other, resting on his spare robes as usual. Sounds he’d never heard before met his ears and the occasional flash of light managed to sneak in through the gap in the bottom of the door, the commotion keeping him awake. 
 
    Danzen was curious as to what was happening outside, but he was also cautious, his weapons not far from him. He also knew better than to do something like stick his head out and see for himself. 
 
    Maybe there would be a day that the yokai who lived in Ogul learned to trust him; but that wasn’t going to be today, and now that he knew that they could smell something different about him, Danzen assumed it would be even harder to gain their acceptance. 
 
    What Kudzu had hinted at was something that he had thought about numerous times, but had tried not to dwell on. 
 
    What if he actually was some kind of demon?  
 
    He had once had a conversation with Soko about this, the female assassin of the mind that he was entirely human, even if some of the things he could do said otherwise. 
 
    The idea that he wasn’t human bothered him to some degree. How would that even be possible?  
 
    If he wasn’t human, what was he? 
 
    Morning came and they had breakfast, Danzen noticing that the apples here were juicier than any apple he’d ever eaten in the human world. They were satiating too; just a few slices and he felt rejuvenated, like he’d had his fill. 
 
    “You will stop back by here once you retrieve the stone, will you not?” Kikikaki asked him, the yokai’s yellow eyes twitching as she took him in. Her chubby little son sat next to her, yawning.  
 
    “We certainly plan to,” Kudzu told her. 
 
    “Good, and good luck. And you’re sure you don’t want me to pack a snack for your journey? Snacks are always nice…” 
 
    The white fox bowed her head to her counterpart. “That won’t be necessary, but I do appreciate it. We will be able to eat along the way. He’s quite handy with the sword,” she said, lashing her glimmering tail against Danzen’s leg. 
 
    There wasn’t quite enough room for him to stand inside their tree stump home, Danzen glad once they finally stepped out of the door. He briefly stretched his arms over his head and lowered them quickly, back to maintaining his composure, his shoulders now pressed back, his famed sword at his side, the Blade of Darkness on his back, and his satchel flung over his shoulder.  
 
    As before, the yokai village of Ogul had shut their doors to the former assassin, the only indication that they lived there being the doorways carved into the tree trunks. 
 
    Used to being an outcast of sorts, Danzen tried not to pay any attention to their collective shunning as he followed Kudzu into the woods, the fox immediately picking up her pace. She traveled fast enough that Danzen had to call on some of his superhuman ability to keep up with her. 
 
    At some point he shot into the air, using a large limb to press himself up even further so he was able to clear the canopy. The sky was gray, the sun barely visible, a rainstorm potentially rolling in from the west. For just a moment Danzen saw just how far out they were, much farther than when he’d gone after Enkhmaa.  
 
    He landed to find Kudzu waiting for him, the fox panting. “See anything up there?” she asked him in a playful tone. 
 
    “Just trees.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Their trek into the Asura Forest took a westerly angle, Danzen and Kudzu following the tributary that jetted off one of the main rivers they’d passed earlier, roots and rocks crowding the shoreline. 
 
    There was plenty of fish, enough that the fox took notice, Kudzu licking her lips. “Perhaps if we caught some for later, we could grab them on the way back to Ogul.” 
 
    “Is there a good place where we could hide them?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “Leave that part to me. You just catch them.” 
 
    Once again, Danzen used his famed blade to skewer fish. He was glad Astra couldn’t speak; he didn’t know how the weapon would have felt being demoted to a glorified fishing spear. Then again, it still was able to take life in some fashion, so maybe Astra wouldn’t give him too much grief. 
 
    After he’d caught five or six fish, Danzen strung them up, Kudzu taking it from there, the fox stashing them in the trunk of a hollowed-out tree trunk and nudging rocks over to it. 
 
    “It’s temporary, and if a certain type of yokai comes along, they’ll definitely smell it. But I think they will still be here when we return. If not, we’ll see if we can’t grab a few more when we circle back around.” 
 
    Danzen nodded and the two continued, his thoughts drifting to what he had told Kudzu last night.  
 
    It was the first time since reaching the valley that he had opened up about who he was. He still hadn’t detailed his past life as an assassin to her, but she didn’t press him. That information would come out one day. 
 
    They came to a small clearing covered in tall grass. Kudzu stopped dead in her tracks, her snout in the air. 
 
    “Someone is out there.” The fox crouched low to the ground as she crept forward. “Stay low; I’m sensing humans.” 
 
    Danzen crouched behind a tree and brought his hood over his head. Kudzu moved through the tall grass and back to him, the fox carrying a look on her face that he couldn’t quite interpret. 
 
    Once she reached the former assassin, she spoke in a low whisper: “Hunters, likely from Chutham. They were just here, and they are probably only a few minutes away. That’s not all. Believe it or not, they have captured our little friend.” 
 
    “Our friend?” 
 
    “The bakeneko. They have him in a cage.” 
 
    “Is this common?” Danzen asked. “Capturing yokai?” 
 
    “It has grown more common, yes. Groups of hunters come to the forest mainly looking for deer and other animals. They will kill yokai as well, but many don’t; many prefer to catch them instead and see if they can sell them. This is a new thing. This used to never happen.” 
 
    Danzen considered what she’d said.  
 
    If they went after the shapeshifting yokai, Danzen might end up in a situation where he hurt one of the hunters. If they allowed the bakeneko to be captured and sold, there was a chance that he would have to deal with it later anyway, once the cat took someone else’s form and became possessed by a consumptive spirit.  
 
    There was also the promise that the cat had made him, that he would explain who the man in white robes was… 
 
    Danzen recalled the man now with his red hair and sharp features, something almost demonic about him, his eyes filled with a burning fury. 
 
    “We should go after him,” Kudzu said after giving Danzen enough time to voice his thoughts. 
 
    “And then what?” 
 
    “And then we return to our main quest: reach the tree, get the gemstone, and return to Ogul by nightfall.” 
 
    “Lead the way,” Danzen told her. 
 
    He was going to have to act quickly; perhaps he could rely on his incredible stamina and strength to perhaps spook the hunters, rather than engage them.  
 
    Still, they might see his face. To prevent this, Danzen placed his hand in a puddle of mud slowly drying in the shade of one of the trees. He spread the mud over his face, concealing his appearance even more. 
 
    “Good idea.” Kudzu led him around the glade, Danzen following close behind her, the former assassin keeping low to the ground as he stalked his prey. 
 
    He was hyper-cautious of his surroundings as they drew closer to the hunters, Danzen now able to hear two of them speaking. Kudzu indicated for him to wait as she slipped forward again. She returned, confirming with a whisper that there were indeed four of them, two of them carrying the cage, and that the bakeneko was asleep. 
 
    “Did you say he was asleep?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “Correct,” said Kudzu, shaking her head. “Maybe they did something to him. I don’t know.” 
 
    “Do they have weapons?” 
 
    “Knives and bows.” 
 
    “Stay here.” 
 
    Danzen took off his satchel and his Blade of Darkness and placed them before the fox. He looked up to the canopy, the tops of the trees a good fifty feet above him, and once again pinpointed the direction in which the hunters were heading. 
 
    Sending power into his legs, he shot to the side of a tree trunk and used that as a springboard to fling himself well above the canopy. He arced down and cut through the trees, landing before the four hunters with his sword drawn. 
 
    The men, all of whom wore some form of camouflage made from leaves and fur, startled at once. Danzen loosed his blade immediately, expertly sending it through the strap of one of the men’s shoulder packs, the blade returning to his hand. 
 
    The two men that were carrying the cage, which was affixed to a long pole, dropped it immediately. Their hands shook as they went for their daggers, the two men in the front, including the one whose bag Danzen had cut through, going for a pair of bows. 
 
    “Go,” said Danzen, calling forth a voice he rarely used. “And never return to this forest.” 
 
    It was a cheap way to end this quickly, but Danzen didn’t want to murder the hunters, especially now that he saw just how pathetic they were.  
 
    Not only would it draw suspicion from Chutham, it could also have the effect of bringing more hunting parties into the forest as they searched for the men. Danzen was doing everyone a favor by calling on his Demon Speak ability, even if he felt as if it momentarily made him vulnerable. 
 
    The men lowered their weapons, and were just about to step away when Danzen asked one of them for the key to the cage. The hunter fished around in his pocket for it and handed it to Danzen before stepping away. 
 
    Once the hunters were gone, Danzen turned his attention to the cage, where the cat still slept. Figuring the yokai wasn’t going anywhere, Danzen turned back to where he had left Kudzu, just twenty or so feet away, so he could grab his satchel and the Blade of Darkness. 
 
    As he turned away, the yokai suddenly spoke in his scratchy voice: “You’re just going to leave me trapped in here?” 
 
    Danzen grimaced and turned back to him. “You were awake this entire time?” 
 
    “Maybe…” The bakeneko stood now, his paws on the bars of the cage. The cat looked him over with his yellow eyes, the pudgy feline in a vest that was a size too small. 
 
    “Couldn’t you just have used your powers to trick one of them to let you out?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “Who wants to go to all that trouble when they can just be rescued?” asked the cat. “Also, impressive rescue. I daresay I’ve never been rescued in such a way.” 
 
    “Stay here.” 
 
    The yokai shrugged. “I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    Danzen reached Kudzu, who quickly took off toward the caged bakeneko, giving him a moment to sheathe his Blade of Darkness on his back, and place his satchel over his shoulder. 
 
    Once he had retrieved his gear, the former assassin returned to the cat, who was still in his cage, a sly look on his face as he spoke to Kudzu. 
 
    “There he is,” said the bakeneko, his gaze hopping from Kudzu to Danzen. “Why the muddy face? Did you slip along the way?” 
 
    “How could you allow yourself to be captured?” Kudzu asked, her voice already tinged in annoyance. “You could have clearly tricked those hunters.” 
 
    “I was sleeping,” the cat said in a mischievous tone.  
 
    “Yet you are awake now.” 
 
    “How else was I supposed to meet with the two of you?” 
 
    Kudzu’s gray eyes flared up as she realized what happened. “You knew we were coming, didn’t you?” 
 
    “I knew it was a possibility, and it was a possibility that I wanted to be part of. So I figured I would get myself captured by those four idiots, and you two would come along to rescue me. Did I expect this guy here to come flying out of the sky with mud on his face? No. But it worked, and I feel like it was a solid rescue.” 
 
    “There are so many variables that could have changed the course of how things played out,” Kudzu started to say. 
 
    “You should know by now, Ms. Fox, that I deal entirely in variables. They have backfired before, like what happened with Uncle Gempachi—my apologies, by the way, I didn’t expect to get so swept up in that particular possession—where was I? Oh, yes, variables. It seemed like now would be a good time to reconnect with the two of you, considering how quickly I left the last time we met. I suppose I should apologize for that as well. I was a bit startled after finally breaking free from my possession. And I should go ahead and admit it now: I needed a little time to lick my wounds, as they say.” 
 
    “So you knew that we would come after you?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “I’ve already said that I did. It was a variable that I trusted would happen. And if my assumption had been incorrect, I would have just disappeared once the men got back to Chutham, which would have had the added bonus of teaching them a lesson. I can see the disappointed looks on their faces now,” he said, his long, droopy whiskers twitching. “That would have been a nice image.” 
 
    “Why?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “Not only do I dabble in variables, but I also dabble in destinies, and as much as I’m not going to like how this turns out—well, at some point—you and I have a role to play in all of this. But I’m getting ahead of myself. I don’t believe we’ve been properly introduced to each other. My name is Jelmay.” 
 
    “Kudzu.” 
 
    “Pilgrim.” 
 
    “Pilgrim?” the cat laughed. “What kind of name for a human is that? That can’t be your name.” He stopped. “I suppose it doesn’t matter what your real name is, right? You’ve come a long way to escape your real name, and I’m not going to try to figure it out, especially in front of your foxy friend here. Pilgrim will work for now. Are you going to open this cage?” 
 
    Danzen seriously considered letting Jelmay stay in the cage. 
 
    “You have the key…” 
 
    Danzen approached the cage and unlocked it.  
 
    Jelmay stepped out, the cat stretching his paws wide. “Now, that’s more like it.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The bakeneko stood before Danzen and Kudzu with a satisfied grin on his face. “It does bring me great pleasure when I’m able to align the stars in a way that works out in my favor. You two—well maybe you would, Kudzu—couldn’t possibly understand just how many times I’ve gotten it wrong. But, not this time! And all I had to do was trick a group of noodle-brained hunters.” 
 
    “You still have yet to tell us why you wanted our paths to cross,” said Kudzu, gritting her teeth. 
 
    “You know as well as I know that something very interesting is happening in the valley,” Jelmay said, “and I plan to be part of it. I have caused a lot of, shall we say, turmoil in the lives of humans. And I would like them not to return the favor, if that means anything to you.” 
 
    Danzen was already starting to understand how Jelmay’s prescience could be annoying. 
 
    There was a way that the cat held himself that gave him an almost patrician demeanor, likely coming from years of taking the form of humans. He didn’t appear old, but neither did Kudzu, Danzen not able to guess their ages based on their appearances. 
 
    There was something unique about the bakeneko, however, as if he had spent time cultivating his echo. Danzen had noticed the same sensation around others whom he had encountered, those who may or may not have practiced in secret. 
 
    “Has he told you what he is?” Jelmay asked Kudzu. “Or has he kept that part secret?” 
 
    “He has told me a few things, mostly about his speaking ability and concerns with his blood,” Kudzu said in a delicate way. 
 
    The bakeneko shrugged. “Well, I suppose I will let him catch you up on the other details at another time. Shall we?” 
 
    “Shall we what?” asked the fox. 
 
    “Get going? We are supposed to travel to some tree for a bit of jewelry, are we not? I do love a treasure hunt.” 
 
    “You’re coming with us?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “Of course, I’m coming with you. Do you really think I would go out of my way to be captured by those smelly idiots and carted around in a cage as if it were a palanquin for a meet and greet? No, I’m joining you. Welcome to the team, Jelmay,” the bakeneko said, trying to impersonate Danzen’s voice. 
 
    Kudzu sighed. “Why do I get the feeling that it would have been much easier if you just met us at, I don’t know, his monastery? Or at the start of the forest. Or in Ogul.” 
 
    “Ogul?” Jelmay laughed. “My dear, I was run out of that village years ago, long before you were born. Now, I don’t know if anyone who ran me out would still be alive to welcome me back, but, I’m sure their offspring have heard of me.” 
 
    “You seem to think very highly of yourself.” 
 
    “I am a one-of-a-kind,” the cat told her as he turned in the direction they had originally been heading. “Are we going? We're still a few hours away, and will probably want to take care of this tree and its skeletal warriors before the sun comes down. Come, I’ll entertain you with my stories and quips along the way.” 
 
    “I don’t trust him one bit,” Kudzu said under her breath, Danzen nodding in agreement as the two watched the cat move onto a forest path.  
 
    The bakeneko placed his hands on his sides and looked at them. “Well?” 
 
    Danzen took a step forward, Kudzu following him. 
 
    “That’s more like it,” said the cat as he started walking again. “I’m glad I didn’t have to turn up the charm or anything to get the two of you to trust me.” 
 
    “We clearly don’t trust you,” said Kudzu. “I’m sure you’ve already intuited that.” 
 
    “If you didn’t trust me, would you be following me?” 
 
    “You’re going in the same direction we were going.” 
 
    “I suppose she has me there,” the cat told Danzen. “Is she always this tough with you?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t respond. 
 
    “Figures. But she does seem like she’s nice company to have around, so I suppose both of us will have to put up with her poor attitude,” said the cat, lifting his chin a little. “Ooo!” He trotted forward to a bush that was growing around the base of a tree, a small stream next to it. He began plucking blackberries from the shrub, popping them into his mouth. “You should try some of these,” he told Danzen. “They’re best this time of year.” 
 
    The former assassin looked to Kudzu to confirm that it was fine to eat the berries. She nodded, and he picked a few of them, tasting one of the berries first before picking more. The berries were tart with a sweet aftertaste, juicy as well. 
 
    “See? I’ll never do you wrong,” Jelmay told him as he stuck his head into the bush to find more berries. He popped his head out with a small branch in his teeth, one that was covered in juicy little morsels. “The best ones are deeper in the bush,” he said. “You want me to grab you a branch?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Danzen said as he returned to Kudzu, who still eyed the cat with suspicion. They transitioned to the small stream near the tree, Danzen crouching to wash the mud off his face. 
 
    “I feel like he’s planning something,” she said under her breath, once the mud was gone. “Do you get that feeling?” 
 
    Danzen wiped his face against his sleeve once more. “Yes,” he told her. 
 
    In his years as an assassin, he had encountered all sorts of characters. The type of informants he generally dealt with varied, some quiet and discreet, others boisterous and proud, almost daring someone to interfere with their affairs. The latter may not have been Danzen’s target on those fateful days, but they were certainly dead by now. The Diyu Brotherhood was known to fatally handle these kinds of informants, usually allowing younger assassins to cut their teeth on these individuals. 
 
    The Brotherhood ran quite an extensive informant operation, with eyes and ears in most of the cities of the west. Running from Sainshand to Arsi, these informants were one reason Danzen had taken the long way around, heading south and bypassing most of the larger cities.  
 
    Fortuitously enough, the Diyu Brotherhood’s reach stopped at an outpost known as Tudan, which, because of its proximity to Chutham, was known as the Door to the Valley. 
 
    “He may get in the way when dealing with the jubokko tree, you know,” Kudzu whispered as the bakeneko dove back into the berry bush. “Now that I’m aware of your condition, I am a bit more worried than I had been before learning of what happens if you break skin.” 
 
    “My condition,” said Danzen, his voice just above a murmur. 
 
     Soko had called it this as well, and in the time it took for Kudzu to continue speaking, and for Jelmay to move to another bush in search of berries, Danzen once again remembered the beautiful assassin, her obsession with Sunyata remnants and what it had done to her, and how she was actively looking for him alongside Norwin Dawa, at least according to what the late Shunta told him. 
 
    “You have something else you prefer to call it?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “No, calling it that is fine. I don’t ever speak about it to anyone, and I suppose that that’s what it is, a condition.” 
 
    “Some would call it a power.” 
 
    “It comes with an unthinkable amount of power,” Danzen told her, “but is not a power I like to use, especially with the strain it puts on me and dealing with what I inevitably unleash.” 
 
    “Are we talking about your demons?” Jelmay asked as he approached, his face and whiskers covered in purple berry juice. “Because I have a theory about that. Actually, it’s not really a theory, it’s the truth. Or truth as it has been revealed to me.” 
 
    “Do you?” Kudzu asked, her eyes narrowing on the garrulous yokai. 
 
    “Let’s continue, I’ll tell you of my prediction along the way. I did promise you that, after all,” said the cat as he nodded them forward. 
 
    “Back in Suja Village?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “So you do remember now! I was wondering when you would bring it up, and I’m surprised it wasn’t the first thing that you asked me. Who was the man with white robes and red hair, am I right? I’m sure you’ve been wondering this.” 
 
    Danzen shrugged. At the time, there was no telling if the cat was speaking the truth, and he didn’t know if he would ever see the bakeneko again anyway. 
 
    “Well?” Jelmay asked after Danzen didn’t take the bait. 
 
    “Well, what?” 
 
    “Aren’t you going to ask me who he is?” 
 
    “Who is he?” Danzen asked, annoyed that he was going to have to play along. 
 
    “That, my dear Pilgrim, was your half-brother.” 
 
    Danzen stopped. “I don’t have a half-brother. I was an orphan.” 
 
    “Just because you were an orphan doesn’t mean you didn’t have a sibling,” Jelmay said with a chuckle. “I don’t know his name, I’m not the type to get those kinds of details, but I do know he is related to you, that you two share the same blood. And I also know that he is a demon, if that makes you feel any better. He’s not one like you, though; you’re just a half-demon.”


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen didn’t want to believe what Jelmay had told him. It wasn’t the first time there had been a suggestion that he was a half-demon, but it had been since his encounter with Norwin Dawa that he had heard the words voiced. 
 
    While there was certainly some indication that this was indeed what he was, Danzen also didn’t trust the cat, even with his supposed ability to interpret the future.  
 
    And the part about his brother?  
 
    Danzen was certain the man with red hair whom he had faced off against was a figment of Jelmay’s imagination, or perhaps a terror dream that Danzen had, which the bakeneko had picked up on. 
 
    The cat continued to speak, Danzen tuning him out as they moved deeper into the forest. It seemed that Kudzu had stopped listening as well, the white fox merely making affirmations with her throat from time to time as Jelmay told her of his exploits, Danzen listening back in once he finally arrived at Uncle Gempachi. 
 
    “Like I said earlier, it wasn’t my intention to become so, ahem, possessed,” Jelmay told Kudzu. “I got caught up with something in the west, as far as Arsi, if you can believe that, and I ran into this man who was coming back here and I figured I would hitch a ride. I can do that, you know. It’s one of the advantages of my power,” he said in an arrogant tone. “But I got carried away, and I wasn’t even planning to make it to Suja Village. Really, I wasn’t. My goal was to reach Chutham and, maybe after a quick stop at the pleasure house, slip back into the forest, leaving someone else to cover my bill. Not great, I know. But like I said, things got a little out of hand.” 
 
    “Glad to see that you enjoy exploiting people,” said Kudzu. She was in front of Danzen and Jelmay now, her shimmering tail held high in the air like a plume, her ears flitted back in agitation. 
 
    “Since when did you have a distaste for me?” Jelmay asked, stopping in his tracks. 
 
    “You have caused us a lot of trouble, and I get the feeling that you will cause us more.” 
 
    “Nonsense, I am part of the story now, part of this epic journey, if you will,” he said in an almost theatrical way. “Yes, I once was a swindler, I’ll give you that. But I changed my ways, I’ve seen the light.” 
 
    “Have you?” Kudzu stopped as well, the fox lifting her chin into the air. 
 
    “You can smell it too?” asked Jelmay. “It’s about time. I’ve been smelling it for the last five minutes now. Pilgrim?” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. The only thing he could smell was the forest, a hint of soil, perhaps a bit of pine.  
 
    “I would hate to be a human and have such a pitiful sense of smell,” Jelmay said. “You’re missing out on so much.” 
 
    “A quarter of a mile ahead,” said Kudzu.  
 
    “A bit less than that,” Jelmay corrected her. “I would get my weapons out now, if I were you.” 
 
    And as these words left the yokai’s lips, Danzen heard the rattle of metal and bone, two skeletons in armor coming around the tree ahead of them, both with swords much larger than Danzen’s. 
 
    Realizing his Blade of Darkness would be of service, especially as it was almost usable like a poleaxe, Danzen unsheathed the weapon and brought it forward just in time to parry one of the skeletons’ thrusts.  
 
    The second skeletal being blocked his first strike with its shield, Danzen using the pole end of his weapon to knock the shield aside. He pressed forward and drove the tip of his weapon into the skeleton's rib cage and twisted it. Hooking his weapon in the skeleton’s chest cavity, he lifted his opponent and drove it into the ground, Jelmay hopping out of the way just in time and letting out a wild yelp. 
 
    The skeleton crumbled once it hit the ground, Danzen knocking the life out of it. 
 
    The first one came at him again with its sword at the ready, its shield close to its body. 
 
    Danzen loosed his other blade, Astra firing at the skeleton’s head and sinking into its eye socket. 
 
    This caused the skeleton to let its guard down, its human instincts oddly triggered as it stumbled backward. 
 
    Danzen thrust his Blade of Darkness forward and knocked the shield aside, coming back around and cutting the skeleton down, Astra returning to its scabbard. 
 
    He stood over the pile of bones, waiting for them to reanimate. When they didn’t, he slowly relaxed his shoulders. 
 
    “Did you see that?” Kudzu asked, Danzen knowing exactly what she was referring to. 
 
    “They still have their human instincts.” 
 
    “Precisely. Your sword should have done nothing to it; it can’t see you, yet the sword in his eye threw it off guard. There are going to be many more of these where we’re going.” 
 
    “Time to get me a weapon,” said Jelmay as he went for one of the skeleton’s swords. He jabbed at the air a few times and flourished his blade, Danzen giving him a skeptical look. “What? I can fight with a sword,” said the bakeneko as he showed Danzen his claws, which definitely weren’t something Danzen would describe as a normal human hand. “I believe I’ll take a shield as well. Anything for you, Kudzu?” 
 
    A grimace on her face, the white fox turned away from him and carried her head high as she trotted ahead. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’ll protect you,” he called after her. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t long before a line of skeletal warriors loomed into view. They were of varying size and were equipped with different weapons, from swords to staffs, one with a club that looked as if it were made from a giant’s femur. 
 
    Calling on his strength and speed, Danzen bolted toward them, addressing the first one to raise his sword, Danzen’s famed blade flitting through his skeletal opponent's ribs and taking it down. He swung his Blade of Darkness at another, and was surprised to see Jelmay come forward as well, the yokai blocking an attack with his borrowed shield. 
 
    He noticed the ground shift off to his left as another warrior dug his way out, more tearing out of the soil. 
 
    Kudzu snapped her jaw around one of the skeleton’s legs.  
 
    She began tugging it to the side, which distracted it long enough for Danzen to cut it down with his Blade of Darkness.  
 
    Astra returned to its scabbard, Danzen flinging it again at another skeleton, his sword once again going through its rib cage and pinning the skeleton to the trunk of a tree.  
 
    He swung the glaive into another skeleton, Danzen now with both weapons drawn. Leaping into the air, he shot forward and came down just over Jelmay’s head, startling the bakeneko. 
 
    “That’s some fighting!” Jelmay called to Danzen as he addressed another opponent, this one missing an arm, yet still able to swing a large sword. Danzen blocked its first attack, and jumped back just in time to avoid another skeleton coming from his right. 
 
    As if they were on the same wavelength, something dawned on Danzen and Kudzu at seemingly the same time. 
 
    He landed and quickly glanced to the fox, who was now trying to disturb the footing of the one-armed skeleton. She jumped to avoid a swipe, her eyes locking on his. 
 
    “We have to take the tree down,” he said, just as an arrow came flying past his face, so close that Danzen thought for a moment that it had cut into his cheek. 
 
    Fear ballooned within him, his heart crawling its way up to his throat, Danzen quickly dipping to the side, his hand on his face. 
 
    “No, no…” he started to say as he pulled his hand back, relief rolling down his shoulders as he saw that there wasn’t any blood, that it was only sweat mixed with a bit of mud from earlier.  
 
    Had the arrow been just an inch to his left… 
 
    He saw the archer and flung the sword at the skeleton’s hands, dislodging its bow. The bow hit the ground. Astra returned, and Danzen charged forward and cut the skeletal archer down with his Blade of Darkness, the sound of metal on bones not one Danzen was familiar with. 
 
    Normally, there was always flesh protecting the bone, which dampened the sound in a way. 
 
    Every strike he made now was like chipping away at a rock, Danzen finding it hard not to cringe as he considered the damage he was doing to his sword. 
 
    But Astra was no ordinary weapon, and in the years he’d had it, Danzen had never had to do anything to the blade aside from polish it. 
 
    Sure enough, one glance down and he saw that the blade was as perfect as ever, Danzen refocusing on reaching the jubokko tree. 
 
    While he couldn’t yet see it, he had an idea of its location. It was clear to him now that the tree could continually bring forth skeletons to defend it, and likely the bones of the ones that had already fallen. 
 
    He shot into the air, landing on a large branch above him. He pressed up from there, sailing out of the canopy. It was quite easy to spot the jubokko tree from a higher vantage point, a ring around it, its trunk black, pulsing, red leaves hanging from its limbs. 
 
    Danzen landed before the jubokko tree, moving just in time to avoid being cut down by one of its branches, which it wielded like a whip. It snapped another branch at him, Danzen managing to slice it away, the air misting with a blood-like sap. 
 
    The branch drooped off to the side of the tree, more blood seeping from where he had struck it.  
 
    Kudzu reached Danzen, the fox panting as she looked up to the tree, which was now starting to twist its branches together, the red leaves falling on the ground as it formed several tentacle-like appendages, creating a sound almost like knuckles cracking. 
 
    “Where do you think it is?” Danzen asked as he quickly caught his breath. 
 
    “There.” 
 
    As if the single word that came out of the fox’s mouth had also come with directions, Danzen located the spot just above what would be the center of the trunk. A purple gemstone was lodged in the surface of the darkened trunk, red veins reaching out from it, the veins pulsing. 
 
    Snap!  
 
    The tree brought one of its limbs down, Danzen hopping out of the way to avoid its attack. Another conjoined tendril struck the ground, tearing up the soil. 
 
    Danzen beat back some of the branches with his Blade of Darkness, the former assassin focused on getting just a bit closer to the tree before he tried to dislodge the gemstone. 
 
    He was subsequently swept off his feet, the wind knocked out of him momentarily as he rolled back. Danzen flipped up just in time to avoid a sharpened branch that came down like a mallet, the ground shaking around him. 
 
    Some of the skeletal warriors joined the fray, none of them concerned with the tree’s flailing limbs.  Its tendril limbs tore through a few of them as it tried to reach Danzen, who continued to hack away at it, the former assassin covered in blood by the time he reached a point that he felt would be his best shot. 
 
    Without any further hesitation, he flung Astra at the gemstone, aiming just beneath the jewel. The tree’s limbs lashed at the air as Danzen sunk his blade a quarter of the way into its trunk.  
 
    “You got it!” Kudzu cried as she circled back around, narrowly avoiding an attack from one of the skeletons. 
 
    The jubokko tree’s bloody sap made it easy for Astra to pry itself from the tree trunk. As soon as the blade was out, the gemstone fell to the ground, Astra returning to Danzen’s hand. 
 
    “I’ve got it!” cried Jelmay, who had just appeared on the scene, the cat tossing his shield and sword away as he charged toward the gemstone. 
 
    Kudzu advanced on the gemstone as well while Danzen refocused on cutting some of the limbs out of the air, and engaging any of the skeletal warriors that reached him. 
 
    There was a split second that he didn’t trust Jelmay, a second in which he prepared to kill the bakeneko once and for all if he tried to steal the gemstone.  
 
    But that moment didn’t come. 
 
    The cat grabbed the remnant, skidded to a halt, and turned back to Danzen, Kudzu doing the same. 
 
    They ran toward him as the tree tried to swat both of them down, Danzen advancing forward with both blades drawn to protect his companions. 
 
    He cut through limb after limb, the air misty with red sap as the two yokai bolted past him, his companions moving farther and farther away from the skeletal warriors. 
 
    Once he saw that they were clear, Danzen pressed off his feet, bulleting into the air in a backward arc. He righted himself just in time to reach the canopy, where he landed lightly on a limb. 
 
    Switching his trajectory, he turned to the fleeing yokai and sprang toward them. 
 
    He touched down on the forest floor a few paces ahead of the two. 
 
    “Sunyata’s blessings,” Kudzu said, panting heavily. 
 
    Jelmay leaned against a tree for a moment, his whiskers fanning in and out as he sucked in deep breaths. Without a word he turned his open palm to Danzen, handing him the purple gemstone. 
 
    “What?” the cat asked, baring his teeth as he continued to breathe heavily. “Did you think I was going to steal it?” 
 
    Danzen merely took the gemstone, and returned his focus to his Blade of Darkness. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “You’re going to leave us hanging, aren’t you?” Jelmay asked. “After all this, you really aren’t going to pop the gemstone in there so we can see what it does?” 
 
    They weren’t as far away from the jubokko tree as Danzen thought they were, close enough for the bakeneko to already have located one of the skeletal warriors’ swords and shields.  
 
    “Maybe it’s best if we don’t do that here,” Kudzu said, “considering the force itself, the yokai that could be watching us, and how close we are to our opponents.” 
 
    “We also don’t know if it will need to be looked at by a blacksmith or not,” Danzen said as he pocketed the gemstone. 
 
    “Fine,” Jelmay said with a playful huff. “You two really aren’t as much fun as I thought you would be.” 
 
    “How long are you going to be following us again?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “Following you? I was under the impression that I had joined you,” said the bakeneko. “I helped back there, remember?” He swung the sword he’d picked off a skeleton as evidence of his fighting prowess.  
 
    “I suppose,” was all the white fox could tell him as she started to turn away. 
 
    “Wait,” he called after her. “You are heading back to Ogul, right?” 
 
    “That’s right. If I remember correctly, you said that you weren’t welcome there.” 
 
    “That was ages ago. I’m sure I’m welcome there now. And if not, I will disappear like I did in Suja Village. You should trust me by now,” said the cat, offering her a grin even though she wasn’t looking at him. “I’ve proven myself worthy of your company.” 
 
    “That’s not what this is about,” Kudzu told him. 
 
    “Then what is it about?” 
 
    “You talk too much,” Danzen said, a smirk slightly lifting the corners of his lips. 
 
    “You too?” Jelmay asked. “All right, I can keep quiet if that’s what you two would prefer. But talking is a great way to piss away the time. And, before you ask, I’m planning to stick around for a while. Maybe I’ll even move in with you.” 
 
    “No, you won’t,” Danzen told him. 
 
    “You know, I used to have a home on the outskirts of Ogul, back before I was run off.” 
 
    “Why do I doubt that?” Kudzu asked him. 
 
    “Which part?” 
 
    “The home part.” 
 
    “I guess it really depends on your definition of outskirts. To clarify, there is a particular tree that I once called home that is halfway between Ogul and the monastery, just after the river. I could stay there for a while, but it will have a good many cobwebs that need clearing out, and that’s if one of the nastier yokai haven’t taken up shop there. But I have this strange premonition that I’m going to be needed by our dearest Pilgrim here in the near future. Sorry, my decision is made, I’m sticking with you two.” 
 
    “I will come find you if I need you,” said Danzen as they started toward Ogul. Even though the conversation was light, he was hyper-aware of his surroundings, the former assassin hoping to put as much distance between them and the jubokko tree as they could. 
 
    “Yes, that is an option, but I think it’d be better if I found a place near you. You live in an abandoned monastery, right?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “See? My visions really are starting to pan out. Anyway, if I’m not mistaken it sits on a hill, and there’s a road that runs in front of it separating the monastery from the forest. I’m sure there’s a large enough tree there for me.” 
 
    “There isn’t.” 
 
    Jelmay shrugged. “Then maybe I can convince someone to build a little home for me there. You wouldn’t happen to know a carpenter, would you? I don’t need much to start with. Maybe a two-room place, a stove, because I’m civilized and I like to cook. I will eventually need an outhouse; even though I can just go in the forest, I prefer defecating in an enclosed environment that is designated for those daily events.” Jelmay sighed. “What can I say? I was spoiled by human civilization.” 
 
    “I don’t know any carpenters,” Danzen lied. 
 
    “Surely you do,” said the cat as he caught up with him. “You’re the talk of the village, you know that, right? Everyone loves Pilgrim, or at the very least, they know about you and wonder why it is you are here.” 
 
    Danzen shrugged. It wasn’t his intention to be the talk of anything. Even though he had loosened up some since moving to Genshin Valley, he still didn’t want word to spread that there was a mysterious stranger living in Suja Village. 
 
    “How about this: if you can’t find a carpenter to build me a little place down the hill from you, then I will just move into the monastery. There must be room in there.” 
 
    Danzen stopped. “Why do you insist on living near me?” 
 
    The jovial nature of Jelmay’s voice trailed off. “It is important for you to understand that I am able to see glimpses of the future, and that the future I see has a fairly decent probability of working out, at least it has in my past experience. While I’m not able to name names, the way I view the future is as much felt as it is actually witnessed. If that makes sense. Anyway: your future is defined by its trials and tribulations, which could change Genshin Valley forever. Sorry for the prophecy, but that’s why I need to be close.” 
 
    “Yet you couldn’t see that taking Uncle Gempachi’s body would get you trapped in your possession?” Kudzu asked as she rejoined the conversation. For a moment she had trotted ahead, only falling back once Danzen stopped. 
 
    “Actually, I did foresee that, which was why I did it, because that led me to you.” 
 
    “If you knew that you had a role to play in whatever it was that you thought you saw, then you could have simply stopped by the monastery,” said Kudzu. “You aren’t the first bakeneko I’ve encountered. Your kind always has a way to work your actions into a narrative that explains your fortune-telling capabilities: ‘I did that because it allowed me to meet you.’ Anyone could say a similar phrase. You aren’t unique in this regard.” 
 
    “So you don’t believe me, then?” 
 
    “I don’t know what I believe,” Kudzu told him. “Right now, I’m just trying to get back to Ogul, and I plan to pick up some fish I hid along the way for a friend of mine. From there, I will return with him to the monastery, and then we’ll go our separate ways.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t say it, but if there was anyone that he actually wanted living close to him, it would have been Kudzu. He enjoyed her companionship, and considered her his best friend by this point, one whom he could actually trust, even if she didn’t yet know the details of this past. 
 
    “Why don’t you just stay at the monastery with him?” Jelmay asked. “You’ve got a role to play in all of this as well. It’ll be easier than having to go find you later.” 
 
    “You keep saying that, yet I don’t believe you. Or, at least I think your visions, or whatever, may be somewhat tainted.” 
 
    “Tainted?” Jelmay snorted. “Tainted? Really? I showed this guy his demon brother. He didn’t even know he had a demon brother, and here I am showing him what he looks like, and how hard it’s going to be to fight him. Because he is coming, you know, your brother is, Pilgrim. I don’t know his name—my visions don’t provide names—but I do know he’s coming, and he may be here sooner than all of us think. And once he comes…”  
 
    “And you want us to believe that, from a trickster bakeneko?” 
 
    “I’ll have you know that I am a goodhearted trickster, and yes, not only do I want you to believe this, I need you to believe this. Because we are going to need your help as well,” he told her. “And you know what I mean by that.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean by anything.” 
 
    “He keeps secrets from you, and you keep secrets from him,” Jelmay said, gesturing between Danzen and Kudzu. “Some friends you two are.” 
 
    “Mind your tongue,” Kudzu growled. 
 
    “I don’t know why yours has to be such a big secret. I get why his needs to be, or at least in his head. If he told you right now what I’ve seen of his past, I don’t think it would change your view of him in the least bit.” 
 
    “I know a carpenter,” Danzen said, sick of listening to the cat poke at them. “We’ll pay him to build you a shack down the hill, at the mouth of the woods.”  
 
    “A shack? I’m not living in a shack, Pilgrim. I will live in a home, two rooms, as I told you. An outhouse to come.” 
 
    “I’m going to need to pay him something, and all I have is a few hundred kip.” 
 
    “You need kip?” the bakeneko laughed. “Why didn’t you say so?”  
 
    “You have human money?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    The bakeneko stabbed his sword into the ground, keeping the shield in his other hand. He reached into the pocket on his vest and returned with a wad of kip promissory notes. “From the bank in Chutham,” he told Danzen, “where I keep all of my funds. There’s one in Suja Village as well.  They don’t normally have that much kip on hand, and any deposits they have are quickly transferred to Chutham. What I’m trying to say here is money isn’t a problem. And as long as I’m your friend, it never will be,” he said with a toothy grin. “I’ve had several good decades of exploiting humans for money, but I’ve never settled down, you know, built my forever home. I believe I would like to settle down now, especially because my services will be needed in the near future.” 
 
    “Fine,” said Danzen. 
 
    “And as for you,” Jelmay told Kudzu as he returned the money to his pocket, “you shouldn’t leave. Stick around. I know you like to roam wild, but there are some things coming up that we are going to need you for. And I would rather not have to wait for Pilgrim over here to get word to you.” 
 
    “He knows how to reach me.”  
 
    “I’m sure he does, but it takes time, right?” he asked after he’d taken his sword from the ground. “Your name has to travel on the wind and reach your ears, and then wherever you are in the valley, you have to sprint in the direction of his monastery, and if you’re busy, this can take time. I get it. What do I need to do to sweeten the pot here, to get you to stick around?” 
 
    “There’s nothing you can do to sweeten the pot,” she said. 
 
    “What if I just kept quiet for the rest of the journey back to the monastery. Would you stick around at that point? Maybe you could hang out for a couple weeks; I’m sure Pilgrim over here will have plenty going on during that time to keep you entertained.” 
 
    “Do you mind?” Kudzu asked Danzen. 
 
    “You are always welcome,” he told her with a grunt. 
 
    “And you will be quiet until we reach the monastery?” she asked the cat. 
 
    “My lips are sealed until then.” 
 
    True to his promise, Jelmay did not say a word until they reached the yokai village of Ogul. But once they saw the unique trees that sat along a lane that led to an area full of caves, the bakeneko spoke up. 
 
    “This place is still in need of a city council that’s brave enough to clean up the riff-raff and levy a tax on the citizens so they can make it more appealing to others,” he said as one of the doors cut into a tree trunk slammed shut. 
 
    “You’re talking,” Kudzu reminded him. 
 
    “I’m going to have to say a few words here if we meet your friends, otherwise it would be rude. I’ll be quiet when we leave, promise.” 
 
    She grumbled to herself as she trotted forward to Kikikaki’s home.  
 
    “I think she’s starting to warm up to me,” said the bakeneko as he saddled up next to Danzen. 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    “I really do, Pilgrim.” 
 
    Danzen took the string of fish off the shoulder. Sure enough, they had been there, no woodland creature or yokai able to find Kudzu’s hiding spot. 
 
    “Welcome back,” Kikikaki told Danzen as her son appeared behind her. The plump yokai with the white flesh and sharp fingers nudged her son forward. “Take the fish, Hajiki.” 
 
    Danzen handed the boy the string of fish, the young yokai eying the former assassin and his blood-soaked robes.  
 
    “I take it that your mission was a success?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “I see you’ve brought company,” Kikikaki said once her son left. She turned to Jelmay and focused her yellow eyes on him, her nostrils flaring ever so slightly. “We will eat quickly, and then you should probably go,” she said flatly. 
 
    “I can’t stick around?” Jelmay asked. “I feel like I just got here.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, I’m aware of what you did years ago. I was a child then, so I don’t quite remember it, but I’ve been told since. Before others get wind that you’re here, you should probably be on your way.” 
 
    “Bah,” Jelmay said with a shake of his head. “It was an honest mistake. It could have happened to anyone.” 
 
    “What did you do exactly?” Kudzu asked him. 
 
    “Remember what happened back in Suja Village? I did that, only worse. But it wasn’t my fault.” 
 
    “Of course it wasn’t.” 
 
    “I’ll have a meal ready in about thirty minutes,” Kikikaki told them, ushering the three inside her home. “Then you three should be on your way. I’m already going to get some looks the next time I’m out just for inviting you in. There will also be questions about your appearance, Pilgrim, but what does one expect when going up against a jubokko tree?” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    True to her word, it didn’t take very long for Kikikaki to whip up a meal, this time going for a grain-based dish with slivers of fish over it, glazed in a spicy jam. 
 
    It was unlike anything Danzen had eaten before. And while he enjoyed it, he clearly didn’t enjoy it as much as Jelmay, the portly bakeneko asking for seconds and then thirds. 
 
    “I think you’ve had enough,” said Kudzu.  
 
    “Are you going to start monitoring my diet now?” he asked her. “Because I’ll have you know that I’m just a hair above the proper weight for a bakeneko my age.” 
 
    “I seem to recall what happened last time you ate too much…” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll just eat later when you’re not looking.” 
 
    After the meal, they bid farewell to Kikikaki and her son, Danzen and Kudzu promising to return again. The white fox led them out of the stony entrance to Ogul, no yokai in sight. 
 
    “I can’t tell if they smell the demon on you, or they remember me,” Jelmay said to Danzen. 
 
    “It’s probably a little of both,” Kudzu told him once the forest opened back up, the light coming through the canopy at a different angle now, Danzen realizing that there were only a few more hours until sunset. 
 
    “How fast can you travel?” he asked the cat. 
 
    “After a meal like that? I would prefer to take our journey at a leisurely pace.”  
 
    “We don’t want to be in the forest at night,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “Don’t be such a scaredy fox. There’s nothing in the forest that will do anything to you.” 
 
    “We’re going to move faster now,” Danzen said before the two could start arguing. “You can either keep up, or meet us at the monastery later.” 
 
    Jelmay shrugged, the bakeneko still with the shield and sword he’d picked up. “Then I’ll see you at the monastery later. And tomorrow, we can meet with this carpenter friend of yours. I hope he has an assistant, someone that will allow him to work a little faster. Monsoon season is coming, and the last thing I want is to not have shelter during that time.” 
 
    “I believe he has someone like that,” said Danzen, thinking of Temur. 
 
    “Good. Because I want my house put up fast. I don’t plan to sleep without a roof over my head, and I’m guessing you’re not going to want me in the monastery for more than a day or two.” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    Jelmay yawned, stretching his sword and shield overhead. “I’ll be there at some point later tonight. Leave the door open for me.” 
 
    Kudzu started to move faster, Danzen keeping up with her as she flitted through the forest, the sparkle in her coat making her easier to spot. Once they had traveled for an hour, she slowed, the two approaching a bubbling stream. 
 
    “How are you?” she asked after drinking some of the water. Danzen crouched down and brought some to his lips as well. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “How comfortable are you with living near the bakeneko?” 
 
    “As long as he doesn’t visit every day.” 
 
    “Do you trust him?” 
 
    “I don’t know if I will ever be able to trust him. But like you, I thought he might try to take the gemstone for himself, and he didn’t. I don’t know if I believe him about having a brother, but I don’t know anything about my family, so it’s not impossible for me to have a sibling.” 
 
    “He’s going to be surprised when he runs into your lion dog tonight,” she said, a sly smile taking shape on her face. 
 
    “Perhaps we should have mentioned that…” 
 
    Kudzu laughed. “He never asked.” 
 
    The two drank a little more water and then continued on their way, eventually reaching the edge of the Asura Forest, coming out half a mile away from Danzen’s monastery.  
 
    They took the hill to the top, Yama hopping down from his pedestal to greet them. Danzen did a quick walk of the perimeter and found that Basan had laid two eggs.  
 
    He was just about to grab the eggs and take them inside when Kudzu came around. The fire chicken spotted the white fox and clucked, a plume of fire moving through Danzen. 
 
    “I don’t know why you keep that thing.” 
 
    “It lays eggs,” he said, showing her the eggs. 
 
    “Regular chickens lay eggs as well. Anyway, let’s see it.” 
 
    Danzen showed her the two eggs again. 
 
    “No, your weapon. Let’s see if the gemstone fits while there is still light.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Danzen set the two eggs on top of the coop and once he realized that may not work, he placed them in a tuft of grass.  
 
    He walked past the outhouse, and sat with his legs crossed beneath him. Danzen brought the Blade of Darkness around and took the gemstone out of an inner pocket of his bloodied robes. 
 
    Normally, Danzen was able to clean his robes, but these ones were so saturated with blood that they would permanently be stained red. He would need to get new clothing, and he would then need to affix his custom hoods to the clothing as well. 
 
    With the Blade of Darkness resting on his knee, Danzen placed the gemstone in the indentation. Much to his surprise, the metal actually fastened around it on its own accord, the gemstone set immediately. 
 
    “So I don’t need to go to a jeweler,” he said as he hoisted the glaive. 
 
    He noticed a slightly different weight to the weapon now, one that certainly couldn’t have come from such a small stone.  
 
    Danzen slowly stood and brought the weapon to the ready, its force humming in his hands. He thrust it forward as he had been trained to do. Shadows pooled around the tip of the blade, lengthening the distance of his strike. It was almost as if the weapon was a giant paintbrush, and anything the blade touched was blackened paint. 
 
    Danzen was going to have to practice with the weapon.  
 
    As he continued to experiment with it, he could already tell that the weapon would allow him to defend against multiple opponents and based on the deep slits appearing in the soil, the shadows were certainly as sharp as the blade itself. 
 
    “How is it?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “I’ve never seen or felt anything like this,” he admitted to her. “I have seen a shadow wielder before, but never a weapon that replicated the power.” 
 
    He swung the glaive again, imagining an opponent in front of him, the swish sound of his exaggerated blade adding to the weapon’s intimidating stature. 
 
    “Who were you before you came here?” she asked him after a few more practice swipes that were too perfect for someone who hadn’t trained with a similar weapon before.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “Why are you so afraid to tell me?” 
 
    After a long pause, Danzen realized it really didn’t matter if she knew or not. He didn’t know why he was even keeping it from her, and telling her would give Jelmay one less thing to hold over him.  
 
    Danzen lowered his Blade of Darkness. “I was once an assassin for the Diyu Brotherhood. I wanted to retire, and I found out the night that I planned to leave that they didn’t want me to retire. They sent someone to kill or capture me, which caused me to unleash my demons. I left the west as a wanted man, and they are still hunting me.” 
 
    “Do they know you are here?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t think they do, although I have already killed one assassin near the forest, and encountered another one in the village who may have gotten the word out. No,” said Danzen, shaking his head, trying to convince himself. “They don’t know I’m here. If they knew, they would be here by now. As you can see, this is not something I like to talk about.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to be ashamed of,” she finally said. 
 
    “It’s not that I’m ashamed of it; it’s just that I want to put my past behind me. Coming here has allowed me to do so. I also don’t want who I was, or the people that want me dead, to ever reach this valley.” 
 
    Kudzu was quiet for a moment, the white fox finally shifting her gaze away from Danzen. “I guess I have to tell you where the fox shrine is now, the one where you can practice bending your echo. That was the agreement, was it not?” 
 
    Danzen pressed his Blade of Darkness forward again, and snapped it back, the force of the shadows causing his arms to tremble, his biceps to pulse. “It’s fine; I’ve never been interested in cultivating my echo.” 
 
    “There is more we can do there aside from cultivation. But regardless, the offer stands,” she told him. “And I truly hope you don’t mind if I stay here for a while, just to see if our wretched bakeneko’s prophecy is true.” 
 
    “I was…” He sent his weapon forward again, the sharpened shadows cutting more grooves into the soil and kicking up dust. “I was sort of hoping you would stay. Your company, I enjoy. His?” Danzen smirked.  
 
    Kudzu smiled. “I enjoy your company as well, Pilgrim. Hopefully, Jelmay is wrong about everything, from your brother to whatever calamity he sees falling upon this valley. By Sunyata’s grace, I hope he is mistaken.”
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 .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Commotion outside the monastery caused Danzen Ravja to stir. Kudzu, who slept in the main prayer space, was awake by the time he reached her, the white fox cackling. 
 
    “It sounds like Jelmay has just met Yama,” she said, Danzen lowering his blade. He held Astra’s scabbard in one hand, and as he approached the door, he sheathed his famed sword. 
 
    “Call your lion dog off!” cried Jelmay, who ran in circles, Yama chasing him. The bakeneko had already dropped his sword and shield, which glimmered in the moonlight. 
 
    “Yama,” said Danzen, the lion dog immediately stopping and sitting obediently. 
 
    “You should have warned me,” Jelmay hissed. 
 
    Kudzu stepped around Danzen. “That’s strange; I thought you could see the future.” 
 
    The bakeneko grumbled under his breath. Finally, he nodded, lifting both palms in the air. “Not going to lie, you got me there. Now, where am I supposed to sleep? You have a room prepared for me, right?” 
 
    “You can sleep on the floor in the monastery,” Danzen told him. 
 
    “Bah! Do I look like the kind of yokai who sleeps on the floor?” 
 
    Neither Danzen nor Kudzu responded. 
 
    “Fine,” he said, kicking his feet in the dirt, “I suppose if I have to do it tonight I will. And this carpenter of yours, will he come tomorrow?” 
 
    “I don’t know. He usually stops by.” 
 
    “Well, if he doesn’t come, then I suggest you go to town and get him,” Jelmay told the former assassin. “The sooner I have a place to live, the sooner I am out of your hair. Wouldn’t you like that?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. “If he doesn’t come, I’ll go to town.” 
 
    “That’s a good Pilgrim,” he said with a toothy grin. “You don’t have any food for me, do you? I’m famished.” 
 
    Kudzu snorted at this last comment. 
 
    “None that is already prepared,” said Danzen. 
 
    “Well, I figured I’d ask. One final thing: did you get your shadow weapon working?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    Danzen stepped aside, allowing the bakeneko to pass in front of him. Once Jelmay was in the main prayer space, Danzen lit a lantern that added a subtle, orange glow to one side of the room. 
 
    “You’re sleeping on that side,” Kudzu told him, nodding her chin to the far corner. 
 
    “That far away, huh? I figured we’d be able to snuggle up together if it gets too cold,” said Jelmay, clearly teasing her. 
 
    “It’s too late to deal with you,” said the fox.  
 
    And with an exasperated sigh, she trotted past Danzen into his bedroom, clearly done with this conversation. 
 
    “She’ll warm up to me,” said Jelmay as he took a seat, his back against the wall, his whiskers accented by the subtle light of the lantern. He smiled at Danzen. “So your weapon works then?” 
 
    “It works.” 
 
    “You know, on my way over here, I was thinking of a yokai known as the kaga onna. Have you ever heard of them? Have you read about them?” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. 
 
    “Why are you still standing? Take a seat, Pilgrim. I have a story to tell you, and it’s strange for me to look up at you like this. And close the door while you’re at it. I don’t want your lion dog coming in here looking for a midnight snack.” 
 
    “He won’t come inside.” Danzen shut the door and latched it as well. He then took a seat in front of Jelmay, his legs crossed under him. 
 
    “There, that’s better. The kaga onna were shadow women who came out every year during the fall harvest. They used to travel across the valley, noting in their ledgers any family who has been wicked. This information was used to decide how bountiful the family’s next harvest will be, and their overall fortunes into the new year.” 
 
    “My weapon made you think of them?” 
 
    “They were shadow women, and they only operated in the shadows, so sure. I’ve seen them before, I’ll have you know. I wonder if your blade was forged in some way by harnessing some of their power. And again, from observing the gemstone, which I was able to before I gave it to you, it’s obviously a remnant of Sunyata. This would make the most sense, but who knows? Maybe someone was able to latch onto these women’s echoes and bend them into a gemstone. Just a thought.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “You don’t say much, do you?” the cat asked him. “Why am I even asking that at this point, right? It’s been a long journey, Pilgrim, let me be the first to tell you. I can travel as fast as you two can, but I try not to. It’s not good for the heart. But I digress, back to the shadow women. Somewhere along the line, humans began to realize that the kaga onna left their ledgers in roadside shrines. Have you seen any of these little shrines?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “People used to be more superstitious than they are now. There used to be one every three hundred feet or so along the trail that goes from Suja Village to Chutham. Most were small, wooden shrines, and that was where they kept them. At least according to legend. Now there are far less of these shrines. Where was I?” 
 
    “Humans.” 
 
    “Yes, I remember the point I was getting to. Humans figured they could trick the spirits by burning down their roadside shrines and then rebuilding them. This would generally happen after harvest, and there are still songs sung about it. As you can imagine, it didn’t work. How could something that stupid work? But humans figured it did, and…” He yawned. “I guess it was a long-winded way to tell you that I was thinking about your weapon and that humans aren’t as smart as they think they are. Also, most of the kaga onna died so no one has anything to worry about anymore. We can do that, you know, yokai can.” 
 
    “Maybe you should rest.” 
 
    Jelmay yawned. “You would like that, wouldn’t you? I suppose it has been a long day. Much longer than a normal day for me. I started the morning being captured by piss-drinking hunters, fought a bloodthirsty tree, and then had to deal with ridicule, at least silent ridicule, once we reached Ogul. And then there was your lion dog out there.” 
 
    “Yama.” 
 
    “Why did you name it that?” 
 
    “It fit,” Danzen told him as he stood again. He stepped over to the door and let himself out of the monastery, shutting it behind him. Once he was outside, he sat with his back against the base of Yama’s pedestal, the lion dog joining him, resting by his side. 
 
    A shooting star caught his attention, Danzen watching it trail across the night’s sky. He closed his eyes, his arm still on Yama’s rough mane, his breath steady, his legs crossed beneath him. 
 
    The wind picked up, first starting off as a whisper and crescendoing into a howl. Danzen focused on the sound, tuning his breath to it, inhaling when the wind subsided, and exhaling when it grew in strength. 
 
    And it was with this pattern that he was able to drift off to sleep, Yama by his side, everything calm. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen was up before everyone the next morning. 
 
    He made sure to collect the additional egg from Basan, giving him three.  
 
    For once, the chicken didn’t make any of her thunderous rumblings when he came to her coop, Danzen able to quietly slip into the monastery through its back door, where he heard Jelmay snoring in the prayer room. 
 
    Once he was in the kitchen, Danzen placed a few small pieces of wood in the stove and started a fire.  
 
    He brought some water to boil, and then added grains, his bag nearly empty. After they had boiled, the water thickening the grains, he cracked the eggs over the mixture, and added a little spice. 
 
    “That smells good,” said Kudzu, who now sat in the doorway, watching him. 
 
    “I need to get more food, but it will work for now.” 
 
    They both heard Jelmay yawn in the other room. He didn’t join them, the two able to relax a little before the bakeneko eventually woke up. 
 
    “Where did you sleep last night?” 
 
    “Outside, with Yama,” Danzen told Kudzu.  
 
    “I didn’t mean to take your room…” 
 
    “It’s fine.” 
 
    “And we could have shared it. I just didn’t want to listen to the bakeneko.” 
 
    “Understandable.” 
 
    “Anything interesting happen out there?” she asked, nodding to the exit of the monastery. 
 
    “A shooting star.” 
 
    “It’s nice seeing those, especially a double shooting star. Have you ever seen that?” 
 
    “I can’t say that I have,” he said as he stirred the food with the thick wooden spoon. 
 
    “I’ve only seen it once. Two stars moving at the same time, one above the other. It’s supposed to be incredibly rare.” 
 
    “It sounds like it,” said Danzen. 
 
    “It wasn’t very long ago, actually,” she told him. “About two days before Dalan sent to me to get you.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t say anything.  
 
    Instead, he transferred some of the food he had made to a simple plate that Sarnai had given him, which he set on the ground for Kudzu. Danzen ate directly from the pan, saving some of it for Jelmay. 
 
    “He’s going to want more than that,” said Kudzu. 
 
    “He has claws and a sword. He knows how to hunt.” 
 
    Once they were both done eating, Danzen and Kudzu walked to the main room, where they found Jelmay on his side, one eye open as he slowly woke up. Danzen set the pan on the ground in front of him. 
 
    “Eat.” 
 
    He stepped outside, the patches of grass slick with dew. Danzen looked down to the bottom of the hill, half-expecting to see Khamdo making his way up. 
 
    He placed a hand on Yama’s head, the lion dog now perched on his pedestal, frozen still. 
 
    Kudzu and Danzen were silent until Jelmay came out of the monastery, the cat patting his hands on his distended belly. “Do you see what I’m doing?” he asked once they didn’t turn to greet him. “This is what I would normally do after a decent breakfast, but alas, you haven’t given me enough food to allow me to do this, and the food you have given me isn’t quite slop, but isn’t far off.” 
 
    “Then go get some food,” Kudzu said. “There are streams in the mountains behind here. There’s a forest down the hill. You have claws and a sword.” 
 
    “I’m going to remember this when I have my own home and invite you over for a meal. I’ll give you half of what I was going to eat, and tell you to be happy with it.” 
 
    “I’m fine with that.” 
 
    “Is this how people from the West treat guests?” he asked Danzen. “And where is this carpenter? He is coming, right?” 
 
    Danzen shrugged. “He is normally here by now.” 
 
    “It sounds to me like you’re going to need to go to town to find him,” said Jelmay. “Unless you don’t mind me staying here for a few more days…” 
 
    “I’ll pack my things now.” 
 
    Danzen moved past the cat and back into his monastery. Once he reached his bedroom, he got his satchel and the little kip he had. He grabbed Astra as well, leaving his Blade of Darkness propped up against the corner. He still planned to get a weapon mount for it. 
 
    He joined Kudzu and the cat at the front of the monastery again. “I’m going to need some of your money.” 
 
    “Right, I’ll give you some then. Especially if it gets the carpenter here today. Maybe we can bump up the construction process, if you know what I mean. A little bribery goes a long way in Genshin Valley; also, be sure to tell the carpenter to bring some food. I try not to hunt for myself when I don’t have to.” The bakeneko handed him a roll of kip promissory notes. “Don’t spend it all in one place.” 
 
    “I’ll walk with you,” said Kudzu. The white fox joined Danzen as he made his way down the hill, and from there to the main road. 
 
    “Try not to take too long,” she told him, “otherwise you will be leaving me with him all day.” 
 
    “I don’t plan to take that long, but you never know.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll head off into the mountains behind the monastery and find a pocket of shade to relax in.” 
 
    “I’ll get some food supplies as well,” Danzen said. “I’m not giving all this money to Khamdo, and it looks like I’m going to be feeding three for the time being. I also need a new set of robes.” 
 
    “Yes, I was going to suggest that,” she told him. “You won’t be able to salvage the ones you wore yesterday.” 
 
    “True,” he said. 
 
    The two walked in silence, Danzen slowly pulling his hood over his head when he neared the Third District. 
 
    He bid farewell to Kudzu, and it wasn’t much longer before he came to a trio of boys wearing yokai masks and chasing each other, Danzen recognizing them as Temur’s three sons. 
 
    “Hey, Pilgrim!” Ban, the youngest boy called to him before his oldest brother tackled him, the two laughing. Enkhmaa, always in her yellow robes, appeared off to Danzen’s right, laughing as well at the three.  
 
    Danzen waved and continued, heading straight to Sarnai’s home. 
 
    He knocked on the door and Sarnai came, her baby in her arms. “Morning,” she said, an exasperated look on her face. “Do you mind?” She handed Danzen the baby. 
 
    Without question, he took Leegan from the woman, Danzen realizing that he had actually never held a child before. 
 
    “I was just meaning to finish up here,” she said, pulling her hair to the side and then putting a clip in it, her cheeks rosy red as always. 
 
    Danzen looked from the woman to her baby, who hiccupped, the child with a little spittle on her lip. 
 
    “She’s had the hiccups all morning. Sorry,” said Sarnai as she reached for the baby. “What’s going on? Are you hungry?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said. “I came to see Khamdo.” 
 
    “He’s at the restaurant this morning, with Temur. The Sartens had a leak in their kitchen, and it was sort of an emergency repair situation. He should be finishing up by now, at least that’s what I’m guessing. They may just be eating breakfast. They have a working agreement with the restaurant that if they do any emergency repairs, they get fed and paid.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “You know the restaurant, right?” she asked, a softness to her eyes as she looked at him. “Next to the general store. You can always smell it in the streets.” 
 
    “I haven’t been in.” 
 
    “Then you’ve been making a mistake. Where do you normally eat in town? The Raksi Hall?” 
 
    Danzen nodded.  
 
    “They have a pretty good stew, I’ll say that, but Sarten’s place is way better. It’s a proper restaurant. Anyway, if you’re looking for them, that’s where they are.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Danzen said, just about to turn away. 
 
    “You sure you aren’t hungry?” 
 
    “I’m fine, but go ahead and make some things, if you don’t mind. I’ll have Khamdo pick the food up later.” 
 
    Danzen made his way through the winding residential area and back to the main street. He reached the restaurant, which simply had a hand-painted sign above the door that read Sarten’s. 
 
    He found Khamdo and Temur sitting at a table, the only two people in the restaurant aside from some activity in the back kitchen. 
 
    “Sorry I didn’t make it there this morning,” Khamdo started to say, his mouth full as he spoke. 
 
    “It’s fine.” Danzen approached the table. “Do you mind if I sit? I have a proposition for you.” 
 
    “Pull up a chair,” said Temur. 
 
    He sat and got out most of the money that Jelmay had given him, saving about a thousand kip for himself. 
 
    “Where did you get money like that?” Temur asked, the stocky man’s eyes growing in size. 
 
    “So there’s this yokai…” Danzen said, not wanting to get into the whole story of how Jelmay used to be Uncle Gempachi. “He wants to move into the forest, not far from my place. Right now he’s staying at the monastery, and he has to go. This is his money. He wants someone to build him a small home far enough off the main road that people won’t bother him. He asked if I knew a carpenter, and I said I did.” 
 
    Danzen put the money on the table. 
 
    Khamdo looked from the money to Temur, both of them nodding. “When does he want us to start?” 
 
    “An hour ago,” said Danzen. “And bring some food for him as well. I already asked Sarnai to whip something up.” 
 
    “What kind of home does he want us to build here?” 
 
    “You have to talk to him about that. From what he’s told me already, he’s expecting a two-room place. I suggest meeting him at my monastery. And just so you are aware: he is a human-sized cat who stands on two legs and wears a little vest.” 
 
    “I’ve never worked on something for a yokai before,” said Temur. 
 
    “Not only will you be doing him a favor, but you will be doing me a favor by getting him out of my monastery.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Khamdo said as he rubbed his hands together. “You get the wood that we’re going to need,” he told Temur. “Chuki should be open by now. Just get the basics. I’ll head to the monastery after I pick up some of my supplies.” 
 
    Khamdo took the roll of cash and slipped it into a pocket, as he did the kitchen opened and a man in an apron stepped out, carrying with him a steaming plate of dumplings. 
 
    “Pilgrim, this is Chuluun Sarten,” Khamdo said, introducing the two.  
 
    Chuluun set the plate down and wiped his hands on the front of his apron. “I’ve heard about you,” said the man, who had beady eyes and scars along the contours of his chin. Other than that he was handsome, with brown hair that had tufts of gray along the sides of his head. “People were talking about you just last night.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Pancha and Mansukh. I joined them for a drink over at the Raksi Hall. Actually, I’m glad I ran into you. Mansukh was going to tell you, but there was a woman looking for you last night.” 
 
    “A woman?” Danzen asked, his first thought going to Soko, the female assassin. He felt a sudden tingle in his arms, Danzen’s hand naturally slipping toward the hilt of his sword. Luckily, all of this happened under the table, the three men not seeing his instinctual action.  
 
    “That’s right. She said she worked at the pleasure house over in Chutham, that she wanted you to stop by to talk to the madam there.” 
 
    “Pleasure house, huh?” Temur asked, giving Danzen a knowing grin. 
 
    The former assassin relaxed a little. “Did she say what she wanted?” 
 
    “Chuluun!” a woman’s voice called from the kitchen. 
 
    “Hold on, Naran, I’m talking to someone out here.” Chuluun cleared his throat. “Anyway, she didn’t say, but she did mention that there was a reward in it, if you’re interested. You’d need to go to Chutham to talk to her about it, though.” 
 
    “I was planning to pick up some supplies today and a new set of robes…” 
 
    “You’ll get better robes in Chutham than you will here,” Khamdo told him. 
 
    “Practically two for the price of one,” Temur chimed in. 
 
    “Thanks,” said Danzen. The woman’s voice rang out from the kitchen again and Chuluun excused himself. “I suppose I will make my way to Chutham. Are we good here?” he asked Khamdo, once the chef was gone. 
 
    “We’re great. I’ll stop by my home and then head up to the monastery after we’re finished here. We’ll have this yokai sorted out in no time. Thanks for recommending us.” 
 
    “I honestly can’t wait to meet one,” said Temur. 
 
    Danzen offered the man a rare grin, but didn’t say anything. 


 
   
  
 

  .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen Ravja made the journey between Suja Village’s First District and the city of Chutham, moving at a pace that wouldn’t bring suspicion. 
 
    Now that he paid more attention to the structures along the roadside, he saw the roadside shrines Jelmay had mentioned the previous night. Or better, what was left of them. Most, if not all, were poorly maintained, the ritual clearly having died long ago along with the yokai.  
 
    As he passed the garrison where he had encountered his first yokai, Danzen remembered the nozuchi, and just how hideous the snake-like creatures had been. The garrison was cleaned up now, and there were a few men stationed there, only one of them looking in Danzen’s direction as he passed. 
 
    He reached the city gates of Chutham, the guards and their large shields out front not saying a word as he passed by them.  
 
    Danzen saw Selden’s Emporium across from the brewery, his eyes skipping from shop to shop until he found a place that sold clothing.  
 
    He ended up buying two sets of robes, one made of a lighter material for the upcoming summer months, and another that was a bit thicker for the cool evenings, or the journeys he would inevitably take into the Panchen Mountains. 
 
    He was only able to fit one of the robes in his satchel, Danzen also purchasing an additional shoulder bag crafted from a burlap sack, which he planned to put food supplies in on his way back to his monastery. 
 
    Before he headed to the market, Danzen decided to stop by the pleasure house to see what Eva Yin wanted. 
 
    He found the strange establishment in the same place it had been last time, part of a series of buildings connected together, the doors painted red. As he approached the same door he’d gone to last time, he once again noticed the faint hint of perfume to the air, something that almost reminded him of the cherry blossoms that bloomed in Sainshand. 
 
    The door opened before he could knock. 
 
    “I was wondering how long it would take you to come,” said Eva, the mysterious madam in flowing silk robes, pink with white roses sewn on them.  
 
    Once again, he sensed a strange energy radiating around her, Danzen assuming that she was bending her echo to maintain her youthful, but slightly mature appearance, her shoulders pressed back, her chin held high, her makeup perfect, her eyeliner formed into two blades, a jeweled headpiece adding a glint to her dark hair. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Please, come in,” she said, stepping aside, Danzen forced to yet again move in front of her so they were chest to chest for a moment. 
 
    She led him over to her chair across the space from her security guard, a large man in all black and a dark leather face mask. 
 
    “Would you like some tea?” Eva Yin asked. 
 
    “I’m fine. What is it that you need?” 
 
    “I see you prefer this conversation happen without pleasantries.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “You must be interested in why I called you here.” 
 
    “I needed to come to Chutham anyway,” he said, motioning toward his bag with the spare set of robes inside. 
 
    She folded her arms over her lap. “I suppose it’s best if we get right to it then. I have a task that needs to be completed.” 
 
    “What kind of task?” 
 
    “A man left early in the morning without paying his bill. He also severely beat one of my employees, who won’t be able to pillow for at least two weeks until her bruises heal up, perhaps even longer.” 
 
    Danzen grimaced. He could already sense what she was hinting at, that Eva wanted him to go after this man and make sure he could never visit another pleasure house again.  
 
    He was surprised by what she said next. 
 
    “I’m not asking you to kill him, Pilgrim. It is okay if I call you that, correct? That’s what they call you in Suja Village.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” 
 
    “As I was saying, I don’t want anyone dying here. But this man does need to pay his bill, and he needs to pay for her services for the next two weeks while she recovers. He also could stand to learn from his mistakes.” 
 
    “How do you expect me to get this money from him? How do you even know he has the money?” Danzen paused, another question coming to him. “And what makes you think that this is the sort of task I am able to complete in the first place?” 
 
    Eva Yin lightly lowered her hand on his arm, her lips parting as she smiled. 
 
    Danzen felt slightly repulsed by her. She was beautiful, there was no doubt, but he couldn’t shake the almost sinister vibe he got from the madam. His arm tensing, Danzen recognizing the sensation that moved through him, one reminding him to be ready for anything. 
 
    “You and I are more alike than you may think,” she finally said.  
 
    “I’ve had enough of fortune tellers.” 
 
    “I’m not a fortune teller; and to be clear, I run the best pleasure houses in the valley. Our operations are legitimate, the books are sound, and I expect compensation if someone injures one of my employees.” 
 
    “Why don’t you send him after this customer?” Danzen asked, nodding toward her brute of a guard. 
 
    “For one, I need him here.” 
 
    “And where was he last night?” 
 
    “The patron in question slipped out of a window, otherwise he would have been there to collect.” 
 
    “I still don’t see how this involves me.” 
 
    “I need someone who can operate discreetly, and whose very presence has the power to frighten someone.” 
 
    “Are you saying I’m scary?” 
 
    “There is a certain allure about the power that hovers around you,” she said delicately, “a turmoil that seems hard to bottle. I must say, you do an amazing job of keeping it down.” 
 
    “Coming here was a waste of time.”  
 
    Danzen was just about to stand when Eva stopped him. 
 
    “Please, as I keep telling you, I’m not asking you to do anything drastic. But he does owe me money and he owes my employee money as well. And now he owes you money.” 
 
    “He doesn’t owe me anything.” 
 
    “You will get the house’s cut from the kip he owes us.” 
 
    “There is no us,” Danzen reminded her. 
 
    “That would amount to roughly five thousand kip, rounding up, of course,” she said, ignoring his last statement. “The pillower in question would get five thousand as well. So you’ll need to retrieve five thousand. Anything left over is yours to keep as well, and this man certainly has deep pockets.” 
 
    “Not interested.” 
 
    “We would have collected the money up front, as we normally do, but he is a wealthy merchant, one who is known to do things like send assassins to retrieve items he desires.” 
 
    “Come again?” Danzen asked, tilting his head as he looked at her. 
 
    “I believe there was a fire chicken that he wanted in Suja Village. Word is he sent his son, along with two assassins to retrieve it. None of them were ever seen again. Does any of this ring a bell?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “According to some of the people he associates with, not only does he still want this chicken, but he’s been blaming the family for the death of his son, Harsha, whom he shares a name with.” 
 
    Danzen was silent. Even though he knew he shouldn’t have, he was starting to trust what Eva was saying. He didn’t give a damn about the fire chicken, but if something happened to Temur and Maral’s boys, it would affect the entire Third District. 
 
    But if he got involved… 
 
    “So we have an agreement?” Eva asked, reading the look on his face. “Bring me back the money and I’ll give you the house’s cut. The only kip I’m concerned about is my employee’s wages. This businessman is in Tudan right now, at least according to one of my sources, where he is overseeing a shipment of a rare hardwood bound for Arsi.” 
 
    “Give me the details. I will see that it is done.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    His target’s name was Harsha Nama, the businessman sharing the name with his son, the one whom Danzen had slain in Temur’s backyard. 
 
    Danzen wanted to do things differently this time.  
 
    He had absolutely no desire to kill the man, even if he detested his behavior at the pleasure house. Before he’d left, Eva introduced him to the woman he’d abused. The woman was covered in welts, cuts on her face and along the sides of her arms as well, as if he had come at her with a knife. 
 
    What the man named Harsha had done was savage. 
 
    Danzen felt for the pillower upon seeing her, but he would still do everything in his power not to take the businessman’s life. It would be better to force the man to live with what he’d done, to pay his debts, and to instill in him a sense of fear the likes of which he’d never experienced before.  
 
    That wouldn’t be very hard with Danzen’s Demon Speak ability. Getting the money wouldn’t be very difficult either; if he was going to make a trip all the way to Tudan, he wanted to leave a lasting impression. 
 
    Danzen stepped into Selden’s Emporium, his senses immediately overwhelmed by a strong incense that almost smelled like burning cedar. 
 
    “I need a mask,” he told the owner of the store, the man’s bushy eyebrows raising just a little as he took Danzen in. 
 
    “I believe I may have what you’re looking for,” the man said, a smile twisting across his face. Selden was in a vest not unlike something that Jelmay would wear, his trousers high on his waist, the handful of hairs on his head combed to the side. “Are you looking for something made out of wood, or skin?” 
 
    “Skin,” Danzen told him. 
 
    “I see. Those ones don’t come cheap, I’m afraid, but they are the most frightening and comfortable, which I suppose are equally important.” 
 
    Selden rummaged through some of the storage containers behind him, setting a few to the side as he went for a large, leather case. As he did so, Danzen took a quick look around the cluttered shop, his eyes falling on a pair of books. 
 
    “Those just came in,” Selden said as he placed another container on the counter. “A set of the only books in existence that detail yokai in Genshin Valley. Have you heard of them? The Night Parade, the Hour of Meeting?” 
 
    “I have, and I would like to purchase a set.” 
 
    “Those I can’t sell, I’m afraid,” the man told him. “But if I do run into another set, I will hold it for you.” 
 
    “Please do.” 
 
    “Very well. I believe one of these will work,” Selden said as he placed three masks on the countertop. The first one was a sickly shade of white featuring a feminine face with two short horns jutting out of the forehead, the mask cut so it would run along the contours of someone’s nose. 
 
    “The face of a momiiji,” said Selden. “Very rare, but I’ve had it for ages and would like to be rid of it. This next one is the face of an abumiguchi,” he said, lifting the second mask.  
 
    This yokai resembled a fish with maroon scales, its lips hanging off to the sides and covered in sharp teeth. Like the other two, it had been made to fit over someone’s face, with eyeholes and an adjustable strap. 
 
    “And this one?” the former assassin asked, gesturing toward the final mask. 
 
    “The face of an itsumade,” Selden said. “Its beak has been filed down just a little to make it more wearable.” 
 
    This mask had strands of red hair on its outer edge, the surface of the mask white with large black eyebrows, the beak the color of yeast. 
 
    “Do you mind if I try them on?” 
 
    “By all means.” 
 
    Danzen tried each of the masks on, and looked at them in a scratched mirror that the shop owner had procured. He wanted something that was flat and portable, something that would easily stay in his satchel. In the end he chose the first mask, the face of the momiiji. While it looked almost human, it was also very demonic. 
 
    Danzen took off the white mask, and pressed his finger against one of its horns, noticing that it had been filed down so it would no longer be sharp. 
 
    “That one speaks to you, huh?” Selden asked in a soft voice. “I can tell you like it.” 
 
    “It will work. How much?” 
 
    “I’ve been trying to sell it for what I paid for it, but I’ve held it for too long, now it’s time to get rid of it. Ten-thousand-five-hundred kip.” 
 
    Danzen recalled that he would get around five thousand for collecting payment from Harsha, more if he was able to extort the man. He also still had a little money from Jelmay, but not enough to really make a difference. 
 
    “By the look on your face, I am guessing you don’t have the funds at the moment…” 
 
    “I will have the money within a few days, if that’s okay. I’m handling something for Eva that should cover it.” 
 
    “Ah,” Selden said, no judgment in his voice. “You have yourself a deal. Eva always pays, and if you don’t return, I’ll be sure to pay her a visit. Shall I wrap up the mask for you?” 
 
    “No, but if you have something that I can transport it in, that would be helpful.” 
 
    “I have just the thing,” Selden said. He crouched down and returned with a crudely made bag crafted from fabric scraps. “Don’t let its outward appearance deceive you, it’s double-lined, the inside covered in wool,” he said, showing Danzen what he meant. The seller slipped the mask into the bag.  
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “It was a pleasure, as always,” Selden said as Danzen exited the shop, the momiiji mask now in the burlap sack that came with his robe purchase. 
 
    Danzen headed west.  
 
    He knew that he wouldn’t reach Tudan until late afternoon unless he traveled quickly. Unfortunately there was more activity on the road between the two cities, and moving at his fastest pace would draw attention to him. 
 
    His hood over his head, Astra sheathed at his side, his satchel on one shoulder and his burlap sack on the other, Danzen kept his focus on the dirt road that had been used for hundreds upon hundreds of years, rarely looking up. 
 
    He ignored the garrisons that he passed and the roadside sellers, who sat before faded blankets, their wares on display. 
 
    As he walked, he heard thunder overhead, and saw the first few drops of rain form darkened circles on the dirt before him. It was a light rain, Danzen keeping dry under his robes. 
 
    As he walked, he once again thought about what Jelmay had said about him having a brother. 
 
    Danzen had never considered that someone would share the same blood as him, and while he didn’t trust the cat completely, a part of him knew that Jelmay was likely telling the truth. 
 
    Or at least a version of the truth. 
 
    And if Danzen did have a brother, would he share the same power? Were they both half-demon? This thought caused him to glance down at his hands, seeing just how human they looked. 
 
    There was something inside him, something he tried desperately to hide from the rest of the world, and it would make sense if it were demonic, if it had somehow come from Diyu. 
 
    But the human side of Danzen Ravja didn’t want to accept this. 
 
    The human side of him wanted to be human. 
 
    Lost in his thoughts, the journey turned into a blur, nothing standing out to him along the way. 
 
    He eventually came to the outer walls of Tudan, which stood twenty feet high and gave the enormous outpost an imposing position on its hill, allowing those in the guard posts to see for long distances, and to better watch the river that ran next adjacent to the outpost. 
 
    Danzen had heard Tudan called both an outpost and a city, and perhaps there was a time, years ago, that it was the former. Similar to the way that Suja Village grew out of its village namesake, so had Tudan.  
 
    Now it was basically a fortress, Tudan constantly in the process of expanding borders, which had forced it to build down the hill on either side. This took some clever construction, but everything seemed stable enough, and once Danzen was past the city gates, he couldn’t even tell that it had been built on a hill. 
 
    As always, his first stop was the nearest tavern, where he would gather information about Harsha’s operations, wait until night, and then act. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen ordered the stew, which was saltier than the one back in Suja Village, less hearty too, almost as if the chef had simply added water to yesterday’s batch. 
 
    The Tudan Tavern was small, built into a corner near the entrance to the outpost. It was a one-room watering hole with limited seating, Danzen having to find a place at the bar this time. As he ate, his hood over his head, the former assassin listened to the chatter around him. 
 
    He didn’t glean much information until a man with a thick beard sat next to him and ordered an ale. The bearded man drank it in one gulp, and then told the two men seated to his right that Harsha was down at the docks, and that they expected the shipment to arrive any minute now. 
 
    The other men finished their drinks and their stews. They left with the larger man, Danzen quickly settling up his tab as well. 
 
    As he followed them, he thought once again how odd it was that the man he was now going after was the same person whose son he’d slain in the fire chicken fiasco.  
 
    This only reminded him that Genshin Valley was small, and he would need to be more careful when acting within its confines. 
 
    Danzen stopped just before the Tudan docks, where he moved into a lane of food stalls and merged into the crowd. He got in line in front of a fishmonger, Danzen standing off to the right so others would pass him and he could view what was happening on the docks. 
 
    Sure enough, he saw the three men from the tavern approach an older fellow in green robes with bright-gold trim.  
 
    Danzen recalled that the Harsha he had already slain was a head taller than him, a bit of a brute as well. His father was no different. The only thing that really separated them was that his father’s head was shaved and he had a bit of a slouch, one that showed his age. 
 
    Harsha barked instructions at his underlings. He then turned toward another group of men, his face flush as he pointed to the opposite end of the dock. Slipping away from the fishmonger, Danzen gravitated toward the point to find that there was an exit there, with oxen waiting for their load. 
 
    The shipment came, Harsha overseeing the transfer of the rare wood from the river to carts and from there to oxen. 
 
    He continued to bark at his men, Harsha’s face increasingly red as he bellowed orders and pointed at things. He clapped one of the men on the side of the head when he didn’t do what Harsha wanted; the man apologized and hopped back into his task, cradling his ear. 
 
    The oxen were ready to go by about the time the sun had set, Harsha gesturing for his men to wrap it up. 
 
    Danzen hoped that he would send them off tonight, leaving just the violent businessman to stay in Tudan. Or perhaps he would go with them on their journey, allowing Danzen to stop him at night, which, while sometimes complicated, was often easier. 
 
    Harsha gathered his men around him and motioned for them to follow. He led six men of varying sizes past Danzen, who still stood at the far end of the crowd. 
 
    Once they were a few paces ahead, he followed after them, the group cutting a left off the main road and moving down a street lined with shops, a few closing up for the night. 
 
    The men came to one of the largest buildings in the outpost, the red door telling anyone who passed by exactly what the place was for. 
 
    Danzen paused by a trough as he waited for Harsha and his men to enter the well-lit pleasure house. He once again took a look at the building, figuring it was three, or possibly even four rooms deep, two stories as well. From past experience, the nicer rooms were usually on the top floor, which was what Danzen would target first. 
 
    He took a look at his surroundings, once again feeling like he was in familiar shoes. He had come so far, yet here he was, back to tracking his prey. 
 
    The building to the left of the pleasure house, which looked to be a grocer that sold liquor, was only one story tall. The structure on the other side of the pleasure house had a slanted roof; it was only as he approached it that Danzen realized it was an orphanage. 
 
    He glanced from the pleasure house to the orphanage and shook his head. 
 
    It made sense. 
 
    Because the orphanage had a high slanted roof, it would be easier for Danzen to jump from there to the rooftop of the pleasure house. He could always make the jump from the ground, but it would be less conspicuous if he moved from rooftop to rooftop. 
 
    With this in mind, Danzen approached the pleasure house, and as he did a woman stepped out, looking at him curiously. 
 
    His face concealed by his hood, Danzen moved on and stopped a few houses down, making sure the woman wasn’t watching him. 
 
    One of the homes to his left seemed to be completely abandoned. He circled around to the side of the ramshackle place and leaped to the roof, one of the shingles falling. 
 
    Danzen crouched, waiting for someone to take notice.  
 
    Rather than make his way to the pleasure house, he simply remained in his crouching position as the sky darkened even further. He eventually took a seat, his legs crossed beneath him as he smelled food, people in the area cooking late dinners.  
 
    Danzen watched the sky change color, from a swirl of red and pink to dark blue with hints of black along its edges, stars appearing.  
 
    He slowly removed his satchel and set it on the roof.  
 
    After placing the horned momiiji mask over his face, Danzen set his burlap sack on the roof, the one with the spare robes in it. His supplies tucked away, he stood, and brought his hood over his head. The forward-facing horns of his mask allowed him to keep his hood on as he silently made his way to the next roof. 
 
    He continued from there, stopping on the roof just before the orphanage, Danzen noticing that a boy was staring out of an attic window at him. 
 
    He turned to the boy, and tilted his head slightly to the right. 
 
    The boy slapped both hands over his mouth and ran, Danzen quickly jumping to the rooftop of the orphanage. He paused next to the attic window, ignoring the sounds of the outpost city as he heard footsteps beneath him. 
 
    A woman scolded the boy for lying. This was followed by the percussive crack of a switch. 
 
    Danzen’s hands tensed. 
 
    Years ago, this wouldn’t have bothered him. He would have just accepted it as a normal part of life. The weak were punished, often when they were telling the truth. 
 
    But now it pained him to hear the cracks below. He thought of some of the Suja Villagers, especially Enkhmaa and Yeni, and how it would make him feel if they were harmed. 
 
    This angered him even further. 
 
    The whipping stopped; Danzen expected to hear crying. When he didn’t, he realized why this was the case: it wasn’t the first time the boy had been beaten. 
 
    Danzen stood, his focus returning to the pleasure house next door, the lights on in all of the rooms. He could smell the perfume in the air from his position on the orphanage’s roof, and he could see shadows in some of the rooms below. 
 
    Calling forth his supernatural strength, Danzen leaped onto the rooftop of the pleasure house, landing softly, no clay shingles disrupted. He crept over to the edge and got down on his stomach. 
 
    He leaned over the edge, and saw that the window beneath him was partly cracked, letting in some of the cool night air. 
 
    Once he was sure no one was in the room, Danzen opened the window all the way, and sat up.  
 
    He lowered himself down and swung his body into the room, where he waited. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The room was plush, a large bed in its center, a bathtub made of stone on the right. There was a section of the room with pillows thrown about on the floor, and the lighting was subtle, just enough to make out what one was doing. 
 
    Danzen didn’t expect for this to be the right room. But now that he was in the pleasure house, he would be able to hear which room Harsha took and could move there quickly.  
 
    He waited there for several hours, listening to the revelry below, drunken songs and cheering and what he assumed was some of the men wrestling. He was slightly surprised when the door opened and the large man stepped in, two pillowers with him. 
 
    Danzen pressed back into one of the corners, the dim lighting of the room offering him the perfect camouflage. 
 
    “You, on the bed,” Harsha told one of the women. He jerked her arm, pushing her toward the mattress. 
 
    “Please be careful,” she said, the playful tone of her voice indicating that she clearly didn’t know what the man was capable of. 
 
    Harsha turned to the other woman. “And you…” He grabbed her by the neck, and as he did, Danzen stepped out of the shadows. 
 
    “Quiet, everyone,” he said, using his Demon Speak ability. 
 
    There was no whimper, no grunt from the businessman as he continued to hold the woman by the throat, the light in the room gleaming off the surface of his rings. 
 
    “The three of you, stand in front of me.” 
 
    Harsha lowered his hand and took a spot in the middle of the room, the two women taking their places beside him. One of the pleasure workers, the woman he had tossed onto the bed, was light and frail. The one he had choked was much heavier, with broad shoulders, low-hanging breasts, and a gut. 
 
    “How much money do you have on you?” Danzen asked in his normal voice. 
 
    “Twenty-five thousand kip,” said Harsha, the man now wearing a blank expression on his face. 
 
    “Give it all to me, now.” 
 
    Harsha brought his hand to his belt, and went into a pouch next to a long dagger. He popped the pouch open, and pulled out the wad of promissory notes. 
 
    Danzen could smell the alcohol on his breath as he approached Harsha and took the money. Once Danzen had taken the funds, he returned his attention to the businessman. 
 
    “Wake up,” he said, withdrawing his blade. 
 
    Harsha blinked his eyes for a moment, confusion coming across his face as he looked at the demon-faced being who stood before him. 
 
    “Who…?” he asked, his lips quivering. 
 
    “I want you to remember who I am,” Danzen said in his normal voice again. He slowly placed the tip of his blade beneath Harsha’s chin, raising it just a little. “I want you to never forget what you see standing before you. The next time you feel the urge to hurt someone, I will find you and kill you.” 
 
    “Who…?” Harsha asked, paralyzed with fear at the image presented to him, his arms stiff at his sides. 
 
    “Get undressed.”  
 
    Harsha’s eyes glazed over and he did as Danzen told him. 
 
    “Get undressed,” Danzen said, turning to the larger of the two pillowers. “Give him your clothing.” 
 
    The woman did as instructed, and when she was undressed, she gave her bra and panties to Harsha, her see-through nightgown as well. 
 
    “Get dressed in her clothing,” Danzen told Harsha. 
 
    The bra wasn’t going to fit, but it looked convincing enough. The panties actually fit, and he was able to squeeze into the semi-transparent gown. 
 
    “Do you have makeup?” Danzen asked the two women. 
 
    The thinner one nodded. 
 
    “Get it.” 
 
    She walked to one of the dressers and retrieved a small case of beauty products. 
 
    “Put makeup on him,” Danzen told her.  
 
    The woman stood on the tips of her toes as she started putting lipstick on Harsha, followed by blush, and eyeshadow, the man remaining still as she finished up. 
 
    “I want the three of you to go to sleep now.” He focused his attention on Harsha again. “You will wake up tomorrow morning and greet all of your men wearing this outfit. You will not blame the women for your appearance. You will feel humiliated.” 
 
    Danzen was just turning away when he stopped. 
 
    “And you will forget completely about any plans you may have had in Suja Village.” 
 
    As the three moved to the bed, Danzen returned to the window. He climbed out, judging the distance between his current location and the rooftop of the orphanage as a cool breeze blew past him. 
 
    He launched himself into the air and reached the adjacent roof. 
 
    He came to the attic window where he had seen the boy earlier and knocked on it. 
 
    The child came to the window, his mouth agape. 
 
    “Open it,” Danzen said, loud enough so he could hear it. 
 
    The orphan did as instructed, and Danzen slipped into the small bedroom. 
 
    “This is for you,” he said, back to his normal voice now. He retrieved five thousand kip from the wad that Harsha gave him. “Do you have a place to hide this money?”  
 
    The boy, who couldn’t have been older than eleven or twelve, nodded. 
 
    “Hide it for the next few days. Don’t tell anyone about it. Do they hurt you here?” 
 
    “Only when I’m loud,” the boy whispered. 
 
    “Try to keep quiet. Don’t waste this money on candy or toys.” 
 
    “Are… are you really a demon?” the boy asked. 
 
    While Danzen was still in his mask, this question also cut into him in a deeper way, reminding him of what Jelmay had said about his true nature. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Danzen told the boy. And with that, he climbed out of the window, launching himself to the next roof. From there, he moved from roof to roof until he reached the abandoned home where he’d left his bags. 
 
    Danzen landed softly this time, and was just reaching for his burlap sack to put his mask up when he felt the tingling sensation. 
 
    He turned to his left to see Soko floating a foot above the rooftop, her long black robes draped from her body, a white mask on her face, the same one she always wore when she was in the mood to kill. 
 
    “Hello, Danzen,” she said, tilting her head as she took him in. 


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
    It was nearly a minute before Danzen said something to the female assassin. In that stretch of silence, everything came crashing down before his eyes; his two years of anonymity, what he had worked to build since coming east, the knowledge that his life was about to be turned upside down. 
 
    The first question to press past his lips had nothing to do with how she’d found him, nor did he try to explain why he’d left, or what he had accomplished here. 
 
    “What happened to you?” he asked Soko, who, from what he could tell, no longer had a body.  
 
    She was simply a set of arms, a torso, a head and neck attached to a floating entity, the tendril-like wisps of her clothing all that remained of her lower half. 
 
    Seeing her like this caused a swell of emotion in his chest, Danzen already knowing the answer to his question, what she had done. 
 
    More Sunyata remnants. 
 
    It was the only explanation, the only way something like this was possible. 
 
    “You wear a mask now?”  
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “I want to see your face,” she said. 
 
    “I want to see yours.” 
 
    Danzen placed his hand on his face and slowly removed the mask, his hood falling back. 
 
    Soko removed her completely white mask as well. What was once a beautiful face was now marred by black veins trailing up from the contours of her chin, her complexion pale, her lips black and cold. 
 
    “You look older,” she told him in a soft voice. “Something is different about you.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have done it,” Danzen said. “Your body…” 
 
    She looked down at her floating form and back up to him. “You are right, my body. Do you know why I’m here?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “There is always the option of surrendering yourself and coming back with me.” Soko rose just a bit higher into the air, her nose upturned. “Even though that may take a little back and forth with the Brotherhood considering they’ve now called for your death.” 
 
    “You know I can’t do that.” 
 
    “Norwin and I have been looking for you for two years.” 
 
    Danzen brought his hand to the hilt of his sword, preparing for a surprise attack. 
 
    “He’s not here; he didn’t think you would come this far east. He’s still in the north. I first heard word from the Brotherhood that Nayaga had encountered someone out here, a vigilante. I thought nothing of it. But then I was told that Shunta never returned, and he too had come to the east. I decided to investigate myself, and it turns out I was right. Who knew you would be living in this shitty outpost, of all places?” 
 
    Danzen felt a wave of relief roll over him.  
 
    She hadn’t mentioned anything about Genshin Valley, or Suja Village for that matter. It was common for people from the west to lump everything in the east together, Tudan being the edge of the known world to the aristocrats of Sainshand, whose patronage and petty rivalries the Diyu Brotherhood considered its bread-and-butter. 
 
    “And what are you doing out here?” Soko asked in earnest. “I’m not saying that the life of an assassin is all it’s cracked up to be, but last I checked, we were both doing well. That is one thing the Brotherhood has been looking into, your sizable bank balance, which hasn’t changed in two years. You do realize you are a rich man, right?” 
 
    “It’s all blood money.” 
 
    “Blood money?” Soko grinned, and as she did, the black veins stretching over her chin lifted as well. “Money is just money, but having it allows you to do whatever you would like in our world. About the only thing more powerful are Sunyata remnants.” 
 
    “You can have it all.” 
 
    “I don’t want your money.” 
 
    “Take it and leave me.” 
 
    “There are only two ways I’m leaving.”  
 
    Soko placed her white mask over her face. She slowly lifted her hand to her torso and slipped it into the weaves of black fabric radiating off her body. She returned with her dark blade, one that had been forged with a remnant. 
 
    It wasn’t a boomerang blade, not like Danzen’s or Nomin’s weapon, the blind assassin still out there looking for him. 
 
    But Soko’s sword was incredibly strong, and it almost had a mind of its own, the sword taking over when she got into a combative bind. In the times that they had sparred, he had never been able to get a hit on her, no matter how fast he moved. 
 
    “I don’t want to do this,” he said, also withdrawing his blade. “Not here. Not now. Not ever.” 
 
    “I don’t want to do it either,” she told him, “but there is the reward for bringing you back in, and…” 
 
    “I thought you said you aren’t interested in the money,” Danzen told her. “I have plenty in my bank account that you can have. All of it. Just leave me in peace.” 
 
    “You never let me finish. I want to bring you in, I want to be known as the strongest assassin in the Brotherhood. I would prefer to bring you in alive and let Biren Yeshe have his way with you. Who knows? He may still forgive you for your actions. I am of the belief that he will. But if you prefer we do things the hard way, I will gladly take and honor your sword after I’ve killed you.” 
 
    “I don’t want to do this,” Danzen told her. The former assassin wished he could use his Demon Speak in that moment, that he could tell her to turn around, to forget she ever saw him. 
 
    But he knew it wouldn’t work on her.  
 
    His ability didn’t work on those who had abused remnants in the way that Soko had, or others, like Norwin Dawa and Nayaga. It also wouldn’t work on Nomin, if she ever came after him, the blind assassin having cultivated an insane amount of power through bending her echo. 
 
    “We don’t have to do anything,” she reminded him. “This can be as easy as hopping in the first carriage heading to Arsi tomorrow night. Because of my condition, I’m only able to travel at night now. How is your…?” 
 
    “My condition isn’t like yours,” Danzen said, once again taking in her ghostly form. 
 
    “True, I did this to myself, and you were born the way you are. But look at how powerful I have become, a fair trade if you ask me. I’m practically a spirit, a yokai, or whatever they call them out here. Have you encountered any of these yokai?” 
 
    “No. They don’t exist,” he lied. 
 
    “I figured as much. Tales for peasants. Although, the mask you are wearing, it really does look like the skin of a creature that was once living.” 
 
    “It’s just a well-made mask.” Danzen dropped the mask into the burlap sack, as if to make his point. 
 
    “Regardless, our conditions are similar, they both hold us back and make us powerful at the same time. I suppose that’s the beauty of it, is it not? Become more powerful than those around you, and face the consequences.” Soko lifted her hand, her sleeves falling away from her delicate wrist. “My hands are still the same,” she said, “and who wants to stand anyway when you can fly? That’s one way we could head west. I know you can move quickly and jump higher than any man I’ve ever met. Perhaps I could float alongside you, just like we used to.” 
 
    Danzen grimaced. 
 
    He knew what she was referring to, one of the rare times he’d used his preternatural abilities for enjoyment. They had been outside of the city of Odval, camping out on the way back from an assignment. 
 
    Soko had insisted they buy a few bottles of wine, and once they finished them, she wanted to see what it was like to jump as high as Danzen. 
 
    He had helped her onto his back and taken off across the field, Soko holding tightly to his neck as he charged forward and bounced into the air, going higher and higher before coming down and doing the same again. 
 
    And thinking of that moment now brought a spark of joy to Danzen, one of the few good memories he had left of her, before her addiction to remnants grew to be too much to handle, her mood swings violent and dangerous. 
 
    “I won’t be going back with you,” he told her. 
 
    “So this is what it’s going to be then?”  
 
    “It is. But not here. Not where there are civilians.” 
 
    Soko considered this for a moment. “Fine,” she said as she lowered her blade and returned it to its scabbard. “Let’s go for a nice moonlight stroll, then.” 
 
    Danzen put his sword away. He grabbed his satchel, and his shoulder bag. From there, he hopped down from the rooftop, joining Soko in the street, the two heading east out of Tudan.  
 
    “We’ll have to part ways for a moment at the city gates,” she said. “People don’t enjoy seeing me in this form, especially this late at night.” 
 
    “That’s fine.” 
 
    “Perhaps we can circle around and walk along the river.” 
 
    “That would be nice.” 
 
    “I thought you’d say that. It’s a nice, early morning for a walk.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen met Soko outside the city gates. He had no trouble leaving the outpost, the guards not as concerned about the sudden appearance of yokai as they were in the valley. They had simply waved him through, Danzen arcing to the left once he was out of their line of vision. 
 
    He met Soko and the two continued on a stone path that looked as if it had recently been constructed. She floated at his side now, completely at ease.  
 
    “So you can only operate at night?” Danzen asked her. 
 
    The masked woman nodded. “That’s when we generally operate anyway,” she reminded him. “Do you miss it?” 
 
    “Killing people for a living?” 
 
    “When you put it like that, it doesn’t sound so glamorous.” 
 
    “No, I don’t miss it. I like my life here in Tudan.” 
 
    “I never imagined you living in a glorified outpost.” 
 
    “It’s a little rough at times, but it’s not so bad,” he said, continuing the lie. 
 
    “And you have been here for two years?” 
 
    “More or less.” 
 
    “When I first saw you a few hours back, I thought there was something different about you, about the way you held yourself. But then I waited, and you are no different than I, parading around on rooftops wearing a mask. Who did you kill this time, dear?” 
 
    “I didn’t kill anyone.” 
 
    “And what did you do at the pleasure house? You were never one to visit those kinds of places unless there was a target waiting for you.” 
 
    “Something that had to be done.” Danzen stopped. “How long have you been watching me?” 
 
    He turned to her, part of him wishing she wasn’t wearing the white mask because the blank expression made it hard to gauge what she was thinking. They weren’t far from the water now. It was peaceful at the moment, the slowly sinking moon creating a zigzag line across the water.  
 
    “Call it luck, but I happened to arrive in the evening, and I gathered information the same way we always gather information.” 
 
    “At the tavern,” said Danzen. 
 
    She nodded. “I asked the bartender if he had seen a brooding man, and he mentioned you, a stranger with a hood over his head. As I said, call it luck. When I’m in places that are this densely populated, sometimes I’ll float up to a roof and wait there for night to come. I was doing just that when I saw you hop onto the roof yourself. You were in the pleasure house for a while, and then you visited the orphanage, strangely enough. Did you make a friend there?” 
 
    “So you can’t go out in public like this?” he asked her.  
 
    “No, of course not. My current form would frighten people.” 
 
    “How did you ask the bartender then?” 
 
    “I asked the bartender after he got off the shift. They will find him eventually.” 
 
    “You killed him?” 
 
    “Only because I didn’t want you to hear about my presence. I honestly didn’t expect to find you as easily as I did, especially coming here on a hunch. They will find his body eventually; I left it on one of the higher rooftops in the outpost. The birds will lead them to him.” 
 
    “I would like to give you one more chance to let me go.” 
 
    “You would like to give me one more chance?” Soko asked, her tone of voice indicating that she thought this was some sort of joke. 
 
    “I don’t want to kill you,” he told her for the second time that night. 
 
    “Haven’t we already had this dialogue?”  
 
    “I don’t understand why I can’t just be left alone,” Danzen told her. “I like my life here. I don’t want to kill people any longer if I don’t have to, and…” 
 
    “You are turning away from your heritage,” Soko said coldly. “Everything the Brotherhood has done for you, for us, you're turning your back on it.” 
 
    “So be it,” Danzen said as he placed his hand on the hilt of the sword. 
 
    “Why don’t you just come back with me?” asked Soko.  
 
    “You know that isn’t an option here,” Danzen told her. 
 
    She took an aggressive stance, the woman hovering just a little bit higher in the air as the tendrils of her robes began to expand and twist around her, her shoulders broadening. Her hand slipped into her robes and she returned with her blackened blade. 
 
    The two stared each other down, and eventually, Danzen lowered his hand. They needed to move further up the road; he needed to buy a little more time. 
 
    Seeing Danzen lower his hand caused Soko to do the same.  
 
    He felt for her at that moment. There was a time that he truly loved the woman. They understood each other.  
 
    They both came from the same place and were raised in the same way, but the woman floating before him was no longer the girl he’d grown up with. And the same could be said about Danzen, especially after all that had happened in the last two years. 
 
    He turned his back to her and continued walking, the female assassin catching up with him. 
 
    “How much of your lower half is gone?” he asked, gesturing to her torso. 
 
    Soko floated a few paces in front of him and turned. She parted her robes, Danzen seeing that she had just about half of each of her thighs left. She wore black beneath her robes, or at least it looked like that was what she wore. For all he knew, she was nude, and her skin had turned dark from ingesting remnants. 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking,” said Soko. “There are other ways to bend one’s echo, but those ways aren’t for me. I’m not Nomin. First, I’m not blind, and second, I don’t have the patience to work for years just so I can move a little faster than I used to be able to move.” 
 
    “That’s not all she could do.” 
 
    “Honestly, with her sleuthing abilities, I am surprised she never made it out here. They sent her to the north, and you know how vast that region is. She’s also the type to leave no stone unturned.” Soko closed her robes and their ends extended, draping onto the ground. 
 
    The two were silent as they walked side-by-side, farther away from the outpost. Eventually, Soko spoke again. “I know what you’re trying to do.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “You are waiting until the sun comes out. You know I am no longer able to operate in the light, or least that’s what you think. But I don’t care if these outer country idiots see me or not. It won’t affect my work back in the west.” 
 
    “Last chance,” Danzen said, also stopping.  
 
    He gauged the distance between the outpost and where they currently stood, also noticing that there was some activity taking shape now, that the place was coming alive. 
 
    “You don’t scare me,” Soko told him, “nor does your condition. I am prepared to handle that as well.” 
 
    Once again, the two stood across from one another, both their blades drawn. 
 
    Soko was more intimidating than he had ever seen her, the woman’s form practically a cloud of darkened fabric, the ends billowing behind her as she floated, her dark blade pointed at the ground. This image elicited a mixture of feelings within the former assassin, one of sorrow for what his former lover had become, one of apprehension for what he was about to do, and one that could almost be described as pride in just how intimidating she now was. 
 
    It was what she always wanted, to be so strong, to put fear into anyone who dared oppose her. 
 
    And that’s what she was doing now. 
 
    The final emotion Danzen was feeling was fear for what she was now capable of. 
 
    “Last chance,” she told Danzen, stealing his phrase. 
 
    Danzen removed his satchel and his burlap sack. 
 
    “Put the mask on,” she told him. “Let’s make things interesting, let’s make this dramatic.” 
 
    He crouched before the sack and retrieved the horned momiiji mask.  
 
    “There, that’s better,” she said once it was on his face. “It makes sense if you think about it, two freaks of nature like us.” 
 
    Rather than respond he loosed his sword in her direction.  
 
    Astra flew at Soko, her own blade responding and batting Danzen’s weapon aside. 
 
     His blade back in his hands, Danzen took to the air, Soko shooting up to meet him, the tendrils of her robes whipping around him as he tried again and again to strike her. 
 
    She was faster than she had been years ago, but he also wasn’t using his full power yet, Danzen trying to get her into position for what needed to happen next. 
 
    He landed and she did the same, the tendrils of her robes shooting forward. Danzen swatted these away, Soko on him in a matter of seconds, her blade coming dangerously close to piercing his flesh. He parried her next attack, the female assassin flourishing her weapon as she twisted around and stopped his next blow. 
 
    “You’ve grown weak,” she said, her back to him, her blade over her shoulder and blocking Astra for just a moment. 
 
    She spun and tried to connect with another attack. The force of her strike created a ripple effect, one amplified by the ends of her robes.  
 
    Danzen flew to the ground.  
 
    He bounced back up and shot forward again, still biding his time. He came at her a few more times, Soko blocking every one of his strikes, and nearly managing to cut his forearm with one of her parries. 
 
    “You aren’t even trying,” she said, strands of her black hair hanging over the front of her mask now.  
 
    Danzen didn’t respond as he threw his blade at her again, Soko batting it aside. 
 
    “Don’t insult me,” she said as Astra returned to his hand. 
 
    “Your choice.”  
 
    He channeled all of his power into his legs and exploded forward, his sword tearing out the small of her back. 
 
    “No…” Soko said, realizing what he had done.  
 
    Another thought came to her, evident in the way that she tilted her head as she looked at him, Danzen now closer than he had been to her in years. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said as he grabbed her dark blade and hurled it into the river. His sword still jutting out of her back, Danzen looked at the female assassin once more. 
 
    “Why didn’t you…?” she started to ask. 
 
    The sound that Danzen was waiting for met his ears. 
 
    “Goodbye.” 
 
    He shot forward once again, this time with Soko skewered on his blade, straight into the group of oxen now charging in their direction. Danzen pushed her off his sword and skidded out of the way just in time. 
 
    Since he was already moving so quickly, he bolted along the side of the oxen, cutting the straps holding Harsha’s wood in place. 
 
    Calamity ensued as the beasts tried to stop, as they collided with one another, as dust kicked up into the air, as men cried, as wood tumbled onto the dirt road. 
 
    The distraction allowed Danzen to escape. 
 
    He grabbed his satchel and his burlap sack and ran toward the east, calling forth his supernatural speed.  
 
    He jumped and cleared forty feet in a single leap. 
 
    Danzen Ravja continued running. 
 
    He never looked back. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen didn’t slow down until he was near the Chutham city gates.  
 
    He was a bit hungry now, his throat parched, the former assassin happy to see a roadside stand selling milk tea and grilled meat. The items wouldn’t go well together, but they would work, and he quickly paid for a skewer as well as a metal cup of piping hot tea. 
 
    “Where are you coming from?” the seller asked, eyeing him suspiciously. He was a man of about forty, his arms long and thin, his gut a bit distended, likely from eating all his leftover supplies. 
 
    “Morning stroll,” Danzen told him as he turned away. He knew that he had likely made a fatal error not confirming Soko was dead. 
 
    This was a weakness on his part, Danzen not wanting to see her die, but also knowing that leaving her alive would spell trouble for him in the future.  
 
    He just didn’t know when that trouble would come. 
 
    She may very well have been trampled to death, and if this were the case, word would eventually reach Chutham that some type of demon was killed in Tudan, and it would also travel in the opposite direction, eventually reaching the Diyu Brotherhood.  
 
    Either way, it spelled bad news for Danzen. 
 
    His first stop upon entering the city was Selden’s Emporium. He paid his debt, much to the shop owner’s delight, and quickly made his way to the pleasure house. 
 
    Eva Yin opened the door before he could knock, a short smile taking shape on her face. She wore white robes and a red bonnet, the madam ushering him inside. 
 
    “How did it go?” she asked him as he started to count out the kip.  
 
    “Five thousand,” he said instead of answering her question. 
 
    “Is Harsha still alive?” she asked, Danzen once again noticing the strange aura that radiated around her, and how it repelled him. 
 
    “Yes, and he won’t be abusing anyone ever again.” 
 
    Eva offered a chair to the former assassin. 
 
    “I wasn’t planning on sticking around.” 
 
    “That’s too bad. I would love to hear of how things went.” 
 
    “Actually, I’d like you to do something for me.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “If you hear of anything strange that recently happened in Tudan, send a note to Suja Raksi Hall and let me know the details.” 
 
    “Something strange? Care to explain what I should be listening for?” 
 
    “You’ll know it when you hear it.” 
 
    And with that, Danzen bid the woman farewell. 
 
    His hood now over his head, he headed east out of town, and circled back around to fill his burlap sack with food from the market. 
 
    He left again, moving quickly on the long stretch of road that separated Chutham from Suja Village. He was excited to get back, excited to get as far away from the west as he could. 
 
    Danzen walked faster than he normally did, slowing every time he passed a garrison or noticed someone coming in his direction. 
 
    He reached Suja Village’s First District, and rather than take the main street, he kept to one of the back roads, which would eventually cut through the residential area of the Third District. The only people that saw him were Maral and Temur’s three rowdy boys, who were chasing each other, one with a wooden sword.  
 
    They waved, Danzen nodded, and he moved on. 
 
    Next was the stretch between the Third District and his monastery, Danzen once again moving quickly. 
 
    He came to the base of the hill and spotted Khamdo’s donkey in the woods. Danzen reached the donkey and spotted Khamdo and Temur working on a home just far enough away from the road that it wouldn’t be spotted by a casual observer. The two men had moved quickly, and the structure was already up, Khamdo and Temur now constructing the roof. 
 
    Jelmay’s home was comparable to his height, which meant if Danzen ever went inside, he would have to duck to do so, and he couldn’t stand once he was in. But at least it would get the bakeneko out of his monastery. 
 
    Khamdo saw Danzen and made his way over to him, a mallet hanging off his belt as Temur continued to work. 
 
    “How much longer until it’s finished?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “Not even a hello?” asked Khamdo with a smirk.  
 
    “Sorry, long night.” 
 
    The carpenter dusted his hands off. “I was wondering where you’d run off to.” 
 
    “It turned out to be a longer trip than I expected.” 
 
    “Well, to answer your question, it’ll be two or three more days until he can lock up tight, but he should be able to sleep in there tonight.” 
 
    “Where is the cat?” 
 
    “Near those trees over there,” Khamdo said with a nod. “He mostly just naps in the shade while we work, and then wakes up to comment on it. It’s actually not so bad, and he’s paid us double what someone would normally pay for this. So far, I can’t complain.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “My wife made you some meat pies…” he started to say. 
 
    “I’m fine, you two enjoy them.” 
 
    “No, they’re definitely yours. I had my fair share this morning. I don’t want to see another one of these things for at least another day,” Khamdo said with a chuckle. 
 
    The carpenter led Danzen over to his mule and got the three pies out of one of the saddlebags. They were wrapped in paper, Danzen able to fit them on top of all the things he already had stuffed in his burlap sack. 
 
    “I’m going to check on the monastery,” the former assassin told Khamdo. “I’ll be down to help out tomorrow. The sooner we get this place built, the sooner I get this cat out of my hair.” 
 
    “He’s not that bad,” Khamdo said. 
 
    “You don’t know the half of it.” 
 
    Danzen took the hill up to his monastery, where he found Kudzu waiting for him out front. 
 
    He felt a moment of elation as he saw the glimmering white fox, as if seeing her indicated that he was truly home, that he was back to his normal life. 
 
    Yama, who was on his pedestal, hopped down and ran over to Danzen. He placed his hand on the lion dog’s head and pet the stone creature as best he could. 
 
    “Where have you been?” Kudzu asked, concern flickering across her face she approached him, as if she sensed just how much had happened over the last day. 
 
    “It’s a long story, but I’m glad to be back. Let me unload these things and then I’ll tell you what happened.” 
 
    “Should I be worried?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know yet. Hopefully not.”


 
   
  
 

 Part Ten 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Even though he was certain Soko hadn’t followed him, the next few nights for Danzen Ravja were defined by restlessness. 
 
    Perhaps she really had been trampled to death.  
 
    If this were the case, it would certainly draw attention from the Diyu Brotherhood, which would put an end to Danzen’s way of life once they reached the valley. 
 
    He knew that this was inevitable, and he sensed it was all coming to a head. 
 
    Since settling down in his monastery, one that he had worked hard to make an actual home, it was always in the back of his mind. 
 
    Danzen had foolishly hoped it would take them a lot longer to discover his whereabouts, and while they hadn’t yet pinpointed his exact location, his interaction with Soko would certainly hasten the process.  
 
    It was only a matter of time now. 
 
    Danzen thought about this as he sat in front of his monastery, everything calm aside from a few birds twirling in the air. 
 
    “Worrying isn’t going to solve anything,” Kudzu said as she took a seat next to him, watching the two men that had recently delivered Danzen’s new bed depart. “Nice bed, by the way.” 
 
    Danzen looked at her. “You already tried it out?” 
 
    “Sure did, just about as soon as they left. I was wondering when you’re going to get me one considering I’m practically living here now.” 
 
    “Do you want me to buy you a bed?” 
 
    She grinned. “I’m teasing you. I don’t know how much longer I’m going to stay. Jelmay seems to think that it is my destiny to be here.” 
 
    “I don’t mind you being here,” he told her, his eyes tracing the clouds that sat over the forest below, clouds that looked like they were going to bring rain. 
 
    “You keep saying that, yet you’re so quiet.” 
 
    “I really don’t have much to say. I was basically alone for two years,” he reminded her.  
 
    “Surely you’re thinking something, otherwise you wouldn’t have that look on your face.” 
 
    “I don’t want to see this place tainted by them,” Danzen said, feeling a swell of emotion in his voice, one he hardly recognized. “I don’t want to see the Brotherhood in the village; I don’t want to see them bringing their form of justice here, one that is completely run by who can pay the most. You would be surprised at how many missions I had to stop once a counteroffer came in. One man hired us to kill another, and the other put in a higher bid. There were even a few where the original offer was increased as a counter bid. I just don’t want…” 
 
    “You think there is something special about this valley, right?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Remember, Pilgrim, you are viewing this valley through the perspective of a man seeking refuge. There has always been iniquity here. Maybe it’s not as heightened as it is in the west, and maybe it hasn’t been monetized in the same way, but there have been wars, there have been betrayals, there have even been massacres. How do you think the jubokko tree came into existence?” 
 
    “You don’t want them here,” he said with finality. “And when they come for me, you don’t want to see what I’m capable of.” Danzen turned to her, a fire flaring behind his eyes as he relived some of the times he had battled his own hellspawns.  
 
    “We all have our demons we have to work through,” she said, returning his heavy gaze, her gray eyes steady and unwavering. “You should know that you have friends here, and that people care about you. These assassins that you’re afraid of…” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of them; I’m afraid of what happens when they disrupt the way of life here by hunting me.” 
 
    “These assassins may eventually come, but there are people that are looking out for you, people that care about you,” said Kudzu. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you here. Do you think Jelmay will let them simply roll up here and kill you?” 
 
    “The cat is probably trying to exploit us.” 
 
    “True, but we don’t know that for certain. And what about Yama over here?” she asked, nodding her chin toward the lion dog, who was perched on his pedestal, motionless. “What about me?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t say anything.  
 
    He no longer had a point to make, and if he did, he didn’t know how to make it. He was aware that people cared about him here, but he didn’t know what extent they would care about him once they learned the truth, that he was a cold-blooded killer and had been for twenty years, that his blood brought forth a horde of monsters, that… 
 
    He shook his head.  
 
    He didn’t want to consider the fact that he was half-demon, even if it was true, even if it made complete and utter sense. Danzen didn’t want to be a byproduct of some monster from Diyu. 
 
    “I’m going to town,” he said as he pressed himself up. 
 
    “I’m sorry if I offended you in some way…” 
 
    “No, it’s not that. I just feel like going on a walk. And maybe having a nice meal and an ale. You want me to bring you something?” 
 
    “Sure, just some kind of meat. I really don’t care what it is.” 
 
    “Ale?” 
 
    Kudzu chuckled. “Do you really want to see me drunk?” 
 
    “Just thought I’d ask,” Danzen said as he entered his monastery.  
 
    He passed through the main prayer room, acknowledging to himself that the space was still empty, and that he needed to put some kind of furniture in there. He recalled what it looked like when it had been filled with trash, weeds and mushrooms growing out of cracks in the flooring. The only thing that revealed its history were the faded frescoes on the ceiling, and the indentation in the ground on the far wall where the altar used to be. 
 
    Danzen grabbed Astra and hung the scabbard around his waist. He thought about taking his Blade of Darkness as well, but didn’t want to look like he was going to town for a fight. 
 
    “Don’t wait up for me,” he told Kudzu. As he started down the hill, he happened to come upon Temur and Khamdo. 
 
    “Going to town?” the carpenter called up to him. 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Just one more day for us here,” said Temur, gesturing toward the forest, to Jelmay’s home. 
 
    “Glad to hear,” said Danzen. 
 
    The three turned to town, Khamdo’s mule grunting as it was forced to follow the carpenter. 
 
    “And we have to thank you again,” Khamdo said, “this was easily one of the best gigs we’ve ever gotten in the valley.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Temur laughed. “Let’s put it this way, if you meet any other yokai with money, you know where to point them.”  
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    “You’re coming with us to Sarten’s, right?” Khamdo asked once they were about halfway to the village. 
 
    “I was planning on eating at the tavern.” 
 
    “Nonsense. You should join us. Sarten’s has better food than the tavern, trust me. The routine is to eat at Sarten’s, then head over to the tavern.” 
 
    “Can’t go wrong there,” Temur chimed in. 
 
    Even though he felt like being alone, like brooding by himself, something told Danzen that it would be nice to have some company for once. 
 
    He didn’t verbally agree with the men’s suggestion, but he did stick with them as they dropped off Khamdo’s mule and headed over to the restaurant, which was next to the general store. 
 
    Danzen had only been in once, but he’d smelled the place multiple times. And he could smell it now as they approached the restaurant, his mouth watering ever so slightly. 
 
    The place was pretty busy, with all but two of the tables empty, Danzen not recognizing anyone inside the restaurant. They had likely come from one of the other districts, the restaurant more popular than he had originally thought. 
 
    “Hey,” Temur said to a short woman with narrow shoulders, who now stood before the table, an order pad in her hands. 
 
    “Sorry, I wish I had time to talk,” she started to say. “But we're busy, and there’s…” She bit her lip. “Never mind. Chuluun is doing his best there in the back, but we're almost out of everything except steamed meatballs and soup, and without additional help…” 
 
    “Then that’s what we’ll have,” said Khamdo. 
 
    Temur nodded. “Sounds good to me.” 
 
    “That’s Naran, Chuluun’s wife,” Khamdo explained after she left. “Remember him? Last time you were in here, he was the one speaking to us. They alternate who has kitchen duty, and believe me, the three of us lucked out.”  
 
    “That’s right,” said Temur as he placed his hands on the table and folded them together. 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “Because while Naran is a pretty good cook, definitely better than whoever’s spitting in the pots over at Suja Raksi Hall, Chuluun is a great chef. So even if it is just meatballs and soup, we're going to enjoy it,” Khamdo explained to Danzen. “I wonder what’s bothering her, though.” 
 
    “She’s usually pretty happy,” Temur added.  
 
    “Maybe we should see what’s going on…” 
 
    “Look, if it’s anything marital, I don’t want to be part of it,” Temur told Khamdo. 
 
    “Come on, they never fight.” 
 
    “Which restaurant have you been eating at for the last ten years? They’re always yelling at each other.” 
 
    “That’s because it’s the only way to communicate from the dining room to the kitchen. They are not a fighting couple, trust me.” 
 
    Temur shrugged as Naran brought over three glasses of hot water. 
 
    “Wait,” Temur said in a stern voice before she could step away. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “What’s going on? We noticed.” 
 
    Naran took a quick look around. “Look, we’re really busy right now, and I don’t want to get into it. But if you want to stick around until after the rush ends, I’ll tell you all about it. Chuluun will too. We’re both dealing with it.” 
 
    “With what?” 
 
    “Oktai has disappeared,” she said, her lips dipping into a deep frown. “I said I wouldn’t get into this. Sorry. I need to get moving.” 
 
    “The guy who works in the kitchen?” Temur asked. 
 
    “Not just any guy. That’s my younger brother.” 
 
    “That’s right…” 
 
    “We’ll stay,” said Danzen, his words pressing past his lips before he could stop them. 
 
    “And who are you?” the woman asked. She nodded, recognition coming across her face. “You’re the new guy, Pilgrim.” 
 
    “Hey,” one of the other patrons said, waving Naran over. 
 
    “I’ve got to get back to it,” Naran said hurriedly. “But we’ll talk later.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Once most of the guests cleared out, Naran took a seat at a table near Danzen, Khamdo, and Temur. She wiped the sweat off her brow with a soiled rag and used the rag to fan herself. 
 
    “You would think we're the only restaurant in the entire village,” she said with a huff. “Not that I’m complaining. It looks like we're going to need to hire a waiter. Maybe your oldest,” she said to Temur. 
 
    “The boy could use a job, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Send him around. Anyway, about my brother, Oktai. I know where he is, the little pervert…” She ground her teeth and looked at her hands. 
 
    “I thought you said he disappeared,” Khamdo reminded her. 
 
    “Well, I think I know where he is. Let’s put it like that. I’m pretty sure he’s at the new fancy bathhouse over in the First District, probably having himself a great time. Oh, what am I saying? I’m sorry, my head’s not in the right place. That was the last place he went, but he doesn’t seem to be there now. So maybe he’s not there. We checked right before we opened up for lunch. I don’t know, though. I think he is there. But he clearly isn’t, but where else could he be?” 
 
    “You’re not making any sense,” Temur told her. “Is he there or not?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said coldly. 
 
    “What makes you think he disappeared?” Temur asked. 
 
    “Just a hunch. I get those, you know. Kind of like your wife,” she told Khamdo. “Sarnai and I grew up together. We both share a strange intuition.” 
 
    Khamdo nodded, as if to confirm this statement.  
 
    “So you say he’s disappeared, but you have a feeling where he is?” Temur asked to confirm.  
 
    “Yes…” 
 
    “Then it seems to me like you should just be able to go and get him.” 
 
    “Like I told you, we tried that. But the people at the bathhouse haven’t seen him. That, or they’re lying. I know he’s there. I just know it. I could sense it, Temur.” 
 
    “How long has he been gone for?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “Over forty-eight hours now. He went there for his ‘weekly bath,’ as he likes to call it, and he never came back. The pervert.” 
 
    “He probably met a pretty young lady there,” said Temur, “and they have found themselves a love hotel, maybe in Chutham, to disappear to for a little while.” 
 
    “Please, be serious. You’ve seen my brother. He’s not meeting a love interest at a bathhouse.” 
 
    “He’s not that bad-looking,” said Khamdo. “You’re being too judgmental.” 
 
    “I know something’s wrong,” she snapped. “You asked why I was agitated today, and that’s why. Something’s happened to my brother, and I don’t know what to do about it. After we clean up here, I guess Chuluun and I will go back to the bathhouse. But the staff there hasn’t seen him, or they’re not being helpful about it. I think they’re lying.” 
 
    “Maybe I could go for you,” Danzen offered. 
 
    “You?” 
 
    “This sounds like fun,” said Temur. “Hell, what else are we going to do tonight aside from drinking ale over at the Raksi Hall? All three of us will go. It’s settled.”  
 
    After he announced this, Temur looked to Khamdo for confirmation, the carpenter nodding. 
 
    “You don’t have to,” Naran started to say. 
 
    “Maybe we’ll figure something out,” Danzen told her. “Then again, maybe Temur is right, maybe he just skipped town for a few days.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m putting my kip on, not that I have a lot to bet at the moment,” Temur said with a chuckle. “But we can check it out. There’s no harm in that. Maybe if they see Pilgrim here, they’ll be a little more forthcoming with information.” 
 
    “You don’t have to go.” 
 
    “Enough, Naran, we’re going.” To show that he meant business, Temur stood, and wiped his hands on his napkin once more before dropping it onto the table. “We’ll figure out where Oktai is.” 
 
    The three men left the restaurant with Temur in the lead.  
 
    Danzen put his hood up as they moved out of the Third District and into the Second, the homes getting nicer as they reached the First. It was quite lively, with couples out, restaurants open, even a band playing at one of the taverns along the Lake Green. 
 
    They came to the bathhouse, which was in a large, one-story building with flags affixed to long poles out front. Since the wind had picked up, the series of flags were rather noisy, drowning out the sound of the crowd behind them. 
 
    The three entered and were greeted by a woman with a thick neck, her brown hair pulled back into a tight bun. 
 
    “Bathhouse for three?” she asked. 
 
    “We’re looking for someone,” Danzen said. 
 
    “I’m sorry, it is our policy not to speak about the people who visit our establishment,” she said, her eyes jumping from the hilt of Danzen’s sword, back to his face. If she was concerned that he carried a blade, she didn’t show it. 
 
    “The thing is, our friend’s younger brother came here a few days ago,” Temur began, the stocky man trying to hide his hair-trigger temper, “and he hasn’t come back since.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I don’t believe that is our problem,” the woman told him, raising her chin just a little. “Maybe he decided to skip town. That does happen, from time to time, you know. You three are from the Third District, are you not?” 
 
    After exchanging glances with Temur, Khamdo nodded. 
 
    “I’m very good at guessing where people come from. Well, here in the First District,” she said in a condescending tone, “we are much more discreet about our operations. We also don’t barge into an establishment demanding something without some form of gratitude.” 
 
    “What?” Temur started to say, Khamdo placing his hand on the man’s arm. 
 
    “You want us to pay you?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “Pay me? Not me directly, but you could pay the establishment,” she said, gesturing around the room.  
 
    Danzen hadn’t really given much thought to the space other than noting that the floor was made of a light timber that had been expertly arranged, and there were three seats behind them, each shaped into what he would describe as an overturned basket. There was also a scent in the air, one that teetered between soapy and steamy water, a floral hint to it. 
 
    “You want us to take a bath, and then you will answer our questions?” Khamdo asked. 
 
    “The three of you are prime candidates for a little pampering. I’m going to assume you have been working all day, and the grime under your fingernails and smudged across your faces was something that you plan to clean up later, perhaps before you went to bed. Might I suggest one of our spa packages? It would begin with the bath by one of our expert bathers, followed by a massage, and then a chance to join your friends in the steam room.” 
 
    “We’re not here for that,” Temur said through gritted teeth. 
 
    Danzen, who normally bathed in the mountain stream not far from his monastery, considered her suggestion. It would give them a chance to check around the establishment, and it had been ages since he had treated himself to something like this. He still had some of the money from Harsha, enough to cover the three of them.  
 
    Or he could just use his Demon Speak ability and be done with the charade. 
 
    In the end, as Temur started to grow flustered, Danzen chose to do both. 
 
    “We’ll take the package, all three of us.” He reached into his robes for his wad of kip. 
 
    “Are you serious?” Temur asked him. 
 
    “Let me handle this,” he said under his breath, the stocky man stepping aside. 
 
    “Wonderful,” the woman told him as she tallied up their bill. 
 
    Danzen handed her the money, which was a little over two thousand kip. The woman raised her hands and clapped them dramatically, a door opening to her left. Three younger women came out and escorted Danzen, Khamdo, and Temur to private rooms. 
 
    “Just go with it,” he told both men before they went their separate ways. “And be ready.” 
 
    “You’re not going to get any argument out of me,” Temur said with a toothy grin.  
 
    Once Danzen was in his room, the masseuse instructed him to undress. He hung his robes from the wall, his belt and scabbard as well. 
 
    She glanced down and to the left, never making eye contact as she told him to get into a tub. 
 
    “But before you do…” She knocked on the wall and a wooden panel moved to the side, a pair of hands sending in a bucket of hot water. She poured the bucket into the tub and sent it back, doing this until the tub was filled. 
 
    “You should think about getting some new robes,” she said once he got to the tub, the woman slowly washing his hair out. “Yours look old.” 
 
    “I have a new pair,” he told her.  
 
    “That’s good.”  
 
    She didn’t say anything else as she sponged off his shoulders and washed his hair, but she did keep her hand on a few of the scars on his arms for just a second longer than she should have. 
 
    “I got those a long time ago,” he told her. 
 
    Once she was done, the masseuse told him to stand and wrap a towel around his waist. Danzen did so, and moved to the massage table. 
 
    As the woman massaged his neck and shoulders, he almost felt guilty for doing something like this. It really had been ages since he had treated himself, and it felt foreign now, like he didn’t deserve it. 
 
    Perhaps it was time to put an end to this and get on with it. 
 
    “I need answers,” he told her, summoning his Demon Speak ability, which felt off considering how relaxed he was. 
 
    The woman stopped massaging him and waited for Danzen to sit up, his towel still around his waist. 
 
    “What answers would you like?” she asked in a monotone voice. 
 
    “I’m looking for someone named Oktai. He was last seen at this establishment. What do you know about this man?” 
 
    “He is trapped,” the masseuse told him, the expression on her dark eyes blank as she remained under his spell. 
 
    “Trapped?” 
 
    “In one of the sauna rooms. Something happened to him, and the owners don’t know what to do. So they trapped him.” 
 
    “Which room?” 
 
    “I can show you,” she said. 
 
    “Yes, show me.” 
 
    Danzen got dressed. He re-affixed his belt around his waist, Astra ready to go. Once he was finished, he nodded to the masseuse. 
 
    “Right this way,” she said as she slid the door open, allowing the former assassin to step out first.


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The masseuse led Danzen Ravja down a long hall, the former assassin noticing just how large the space was, the outside of the building not matching the expensive insides, similar to Eva Yin’s pleasure house in Chutham. 
 
    She stopped in front of a door with red trim. “He’s in here.” 
 
    The woman turned to a hidden closet and returned with a ring of keys. 
 
    “Stay here,” Danzen said as she handed him the correct key. 
 
    He let himself in and shut the door behind him. He noticed that the space was lit by four lanterns, two of which had burned out in the time Oktai had been locked in here. 
 
    His hand hovered over the hilt of his blade as Danzen saw a large mound of hair resting in the tub in the middle of the large room.  
 
    He barely got his blade up in time. 
 
    Strands of razor-sharp hair twisted together and shot toward Danzen, the former assassin batting them away, a few of the strands cutting into the wall. 
 
    The mound of hair began to grow long tendrils, which it hurled in Danzen’s direction indiscriminately.  
 
    They made hissing sounds as he called forth his power and dodged the blade-like tentacles. 
 
    Danzen cut as many down as he could. He loosed his sword in the direction of the monster, Astra shredding some of the hairs and returning to his hand. On its second return to his hand he saw that there were strands of hair on the blade now, all of them writhing toward Astra’s hilt. 
 
    He didn’t know what kind of yokai this was, but whatever it was, it had done something to Oktai.  
 
    Danzen began hacking away at the hair, strands falling to the ground around him and twisting toward his legs. 
 
    He hopped up onto the ledge of the tub and was just about to drive his sword into the center of the mound when he realized it was a cocoon of sorts, Danzen seeing the pale form of a human inside. 
 
    Needing a new strategy, he dropped to the ground and called his supernatural strength as he pressed his shoulder into the tub. 
 
    Water sloshed over the edge, Danzen finally able to knock the large tub onto its side, emptying the enormous clump of hair onto the ground, water and tendrils moving all around his feet. 
 
     Circling around to the other side of the tub, Danzen saw more of the human form inside the cocoon of hair, the body trapped in a sack of fluid. 
 
    The former assassin ignored the incredibly foul-smelling odor that filled the air as he sliced into the bulbous sack, careful not to cut the person inside with his blade. 
 
    A red mist lifted up into the air, the hair fading away as it cycled through the red mist. 
 
    A malignant face took shape out of the red mist. 
 
    Danzen brought his sword up and the face laughed. 
 
    “For freeing me… I must thank you,” the mist said in a demonic voice. “I wish you luck in finding his soul.” 
 
    The red mist rocketed toward the ceiling and pressed through it, gone from the room. 
 
    Astra still at the ready, Danzen surveyed the damage, noticing that much of the hair had disintegrated, aside from large gooey clumps. 
 
    The man who had been trapped inside now lay on his back, completely nude, the whites of his eyes visible.  
 
    “Oktai?” Danzen asked. “Oktai?” 
 
    The man never responded. 
 
    Returning his sword to its sheath, Danzen scooped him into his arms.  
 
    He pressed his head to Oktai’s chest and heard the faint murmur of his heart.  
 
    Ignoring the viscera still attached to the man’s limp body, Danzen kicked open the door, where he found the masseuse waiting obediently for him. Her eyes filled with horror when she saw what he was carrying. 
 
    “Tell my friends to meet me in the waiting room,” he told her, calling upon his Demon Speak power. “And get something for him to wear.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen carried Oktai into the lobby of the establishment, where he found the woman who ran the place scolding Khamdo and Temur. Both were now clothed, and as they saw Danzen, Khamdo quickly came forward to help him place robes on Oktai’s naked body. 
 
    “Enough,” Danzen told the woman using his ability. “You will forget you ever saw us.” 
 
    As the woman’s mouth snapped shut, Danzen realized he had revealed his power to Temur and Khamdo. He quickly went about fixing this. 
 
    “You will forget what I just did with my voice. Now help me.” 
 
    Temur came over to help them dress Oktai; once they had robes on him, Temur and Danzen got on either side of the man and held him up using their shoulders. 
 
    “Are you sure he’s not dead?” Khamdo asked, standing before the three of them. 
 
    “His heart is still beating…” 
 
    “What the hell happened?” asked Temur, interrupting Danzen. 
 
    “He was possessed by something and the people that run this place locked him in one of the sauna rooms. Let’s get him somewhere safe, and then I will see what needs to happen to bring him out of this trance. I may have to go to Dalan.” 
 
    “Tonight?” Khamdo asked. 
 
    “If I have to.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Temur said, the stocky man taking a step closer to the door.  
 
    Leaning forward so he was closer to Temur’s height, Danzen let him lead the way, Khamdo opening the door for them. The three moved to the lively streets of the First District. Anyone that saw them likely thought that Oktai was heavily intoxicated, especially the way Danzen had to crouch to help support the man’s weight. 
 
    They made their way through the Second District.  
 
    As they were reaching the outskirts of the third, Danzen’s felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand to attention.  
 
    His immediate reaction was to duck, and as he did, bringing Temur and Oktai down with him, an arrow flew straight over his head and struck Khamdo in the back.  
 
    Fwwhit!  
 
    “Get down!” Danzen shouted to Khamdo and Temur as he took off toward the nearest shadow, and from there to the rooftop of a store that sold vegetables. 
 
    Crouching now, Danzen waited for any sudden movement. He operated under the assumption that it was the assassin known as Nayaga who attacked him, that his arrows could come from any direction with his enhanced sniper abilities.  
 
    Paying close attention to where the light was reflecting on the rooftop, Danzen slowly began to withdraw his famed blade. 
 
    An arrow came from behind him and he spun just in time, cutting it out of the air. 
 
    He saw slight movement on a rooftop in the Second District and took off toward it, Danzen calling forth his strength and speed as he shot into the air. 
 
    Another arrow came for him, Danzen able to knock this one off its trajectory. 
 
    He landed on a rooftop and pressed off with one foot, again leaping into the air, his eyes on his target as he loosed Astra. 
 
    A figure clad in black fell from one of the roofs into a courtyard, Danzen’s blade returning to his hand, now covered in blood. 
 
    Danzen landed next to the white-haired assassin, who tried to swipe at him with a dagger. 
 
    “I knew…” Nayaga spat, the assassin trying to get to his feet. “I knew…” 
 
    “How many others know?” 
 
    “You couldn’t hide forever, Danzen.”  
 
    Nayaga ran toward the former assassin but tripped on his own feet and fell forward, losing his dagger. Wincing now, he pulled another dagger from his boot, and swiped it at the air in front of him. 
 
    “How many know?” Danzen asked, his voice on the edge of morphing even though he knew it wouldn’t work. 
 
    Nayaga stopped trying to stab Danzen, his pupils darting left and right.  
 
    He turned the dagger around in his hands and drove the blade directly into his chest. Nayaga staggered forward another step and finally fell. 
 
    Danzen glared at the fallen man, realizing what he had just done by leaving him without an answer. 
 
    Nayaga had quickly surmised that he wasn’t going to get out of this alive, and by not telling Danzen if he let others know what he discovered, he’d left him more vulnerable than he had been in the last two years. 
 
    A light inside a home near them turned on. 
 
    In response, Danzen grabbed the assassin and slipped away with his body.  
 
    He didn’t want to leave him here; if someone official got word that there had been a killing, this information would certainly reach the Diyu Brotherhood. No, Nayaga would need to come with him and have his body disposed of properly. 
 
    After he was securely in the shadows, Danzen sunk Astra into Nayaga’s stomach a few more times to make sure he was actually dead. He left the assassin’s own dagger in his chest as he took hold of his leg and dragged him toward Khamdo and Temur. 
 
    He found Temur crouched in front of Khamdo, the carpenter alive but severely wounded. Danzen dropped Nayaga’s body, suddenly oblivious to his surroundings. 
 
    “Is that the bastard?” Temur asked with a growl.  
 
    “We need to get out of the streets.” 
 
    “I can stand,” Khamdo said. The carpenter started to push himself up, Temur coming to his aid once again. The arrow still sticking out of his back, Khamdo started hobbling toward the Sarten’s restaurant, grunting with each step.  
 
    Temur lifted Oktai in his arms and Danzen continued to drag Nayaga behind him.  
 
    They only came across one person in the streets before reaching the restaurant; the man quickly turned into an alley going a different way. 
 
    “Here we go.” Temur knocked on the Sarten’s door and Chuluun came, his wife Naran behind him. 
 
    “What happened?” Naran asked, shock registering on her face. 
 
    “Get inside,” said Chuluun, ushering them in. 
 
    “Not this one.” Danzen dragged Nayaga around the side of the building and dropped him there. 
 
    He entered the restaurant to find that Chuluun had swept everything off the table and placed Oktai on it, Khamdo with his hands on a stool, the man blinking rapidly. 
 
    Danzen moved to him at the very last second, catching the carpenter before he fell. He helped him slowly lower to the floor of the restaurant, where he relaxed on his side. 
 
    “We’ve got to get the arrow out,” Danzen said. 
 
    “I’m going to get the doctor…” said Chuluun. 
 
    “No, not yet. It’s a poison arrow,” Danzen said once he was able to finally take a look at Khamdo’s eyes, which had a green hue to them now. 
 
    He had seen this kind of poison before. It was a slow killer, one that also had an antidote. Sometimes the poison was used to kidnap someone, and extort money from their family using the antidote. 
 
    He didn’t know where Nayaga would have hidden his supplies, which would likely contain the antidote, but he knew it could be anywhere in the valley.  
 
    “It's poison?” Temur asked. 
 
    “It’s called moonfall,” Danzen said. “There is an antidote, but it needs to be administered within three days. I’m sure Dalan would know how to cure it. I can go to him tonight.” 
 
    “What about Oktai?” Naran asked, tears rolling down her cheeks. “What happened to him? He is still breathing but…” 
 
    “I have to do more research about that,” Danzen said hurriedly. “I don’t know exactly what happened to him. But I know someone I can talk to.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s poison?” the woman asked. “He’s my only brother, I can’t…” She ran to her husband, who comforted her.  
 
    “Shhh…” Chuluun told her. “We’ll get this figured out.” 
 
    “It’s not poison; it was a yokai.” 
 
    “Those blasted things,” Chuluun said. 
 
    “There is little time. We also need to do something about…” 
 
    “Yes,” Temur said, interrupting him. “I’ll step outside with you.” 
 
    “What are we supposed to do?” Chuluun called after them. 
 
    “Stay here to make sure he gets comfortable,” Temur said, pointing to Khamdo. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.” 
 
    “Should we get a doctor?” 
 
    “It couldn’t hurt,” said Danzen. “At least to get the arrow out. Perhaps the doctor will recognize that he was poisoned by an herb known as moonfall. I doubt he’ll have the items necessary to cure it, however.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen and Temur pressed past the gate that surrounded Elder Sonders' home, Danzen dragging Nayaga’s dead body behind him. 
 
    “I don’t know why we don’t just do the sky burial thing,” Temur said under his breath. 
 
    “There isn’t much time, especially if there’s a special herb that Dalan will need to cure Khamdo.” 
 
    “But why here?” he asked, glancing up at the Elder’s mansion. 
 
    “He’ll know what to do.” 
 
    Danzen knocked on the door again, the two waiting a full minute before the Elder came, the man in his night robes and clutching his strange cane in his hand. As soon as he opened the door Danzen could sense the power radiating around him. 
 
    “Pilgrim?” Elder Sonders asked. “Temur? What’s the meaning of this?” 
 
    “There’s been an incident,” Danzen explained. “A spa in the First District was holding Oktai’s body…” 
 
    “Holding? You mean Naran’s brother, right?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. “He was possessed by something there, a yokai that I didn’t recognize. They had him locked away in one of the rooms there. I attacked the creature, but before it left, it told me that it had taken his soul.” 
 
    The Elder grunted, seemingly unfazed. “Taken his soul?”  
 
    “There’s more. Along the way back we were attacked by an assassin, and Khamdo was struck by a poison arrow. I took care of the assassin,” Danzen said, stepping aside. 
 
    Elder Sonders' eyes darted to Nayaga’s body, which still had a knife jutting out of his chest. 
 
    Just as Danzen had suspected, he wasn’t fazed, the Elder only offering him a simple nod. “Well, we can’t have these kinds of people in Suja Village.” 
 
    “No, we cannot.” 
 
    “And Temur, you confirm this was what happened?” 
 
    “I was there the entire time, except for when he fought the yokai.” 
 
    Elder Sonders settled his gaze on Danzen. “Leave the body where it is. I’ll see that it is taken care of before the sun rises. That should help a little. What are your plans now?” 
 
    “I was planning to go to Dalan’s cave to get a cure for Khamdo. The arrow was poisoned with moonfall. Are you familiar with it?” 
 
    “I am,” said the older man. “And what of Oktai?” 
 
    “He’s alive,” said Danzen, “but I don’t know how much longer that will last, especially if his soul has been taken.” 
 
    “Please, come in,” Elder Sonders said as he stepped aside. 
 
    Once they were in his home, the Elder told Temur to take a seat in the study. Temur started to protest, but stopped him when Elder Sonders gestured for him to be silent. “You don’t want to go where he’s going,” he explained as he sparked up a lantern. “Sit, and we will be with you shortly.” 
 
    Lantern in hand, the older man guided Danzen down the hall to a set of stairs that led to the basement. He stopped in front of the basement door and turned to the former assassin. 
 
    “I don’t know if he will tell you anything, but if anyone knows where Oktai’s soul has gone, it will be my nephew. I must warn you, Pilgrim, while he is getting better, he is still in a bad place and he could turn violent at any moment. Please don’t provoke him. I trust that you won’t do anything to harm my only nephew.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    Elder Sonders dipped his hand into his robes and returned with a set of keys, which he used to unlock the series of bolts keeping the door shut. He cracked the door just a little, a bit of light peeking out of the crack in the doorway. “Shedrup, you have a visitor.” 
 
    The Elder stepped aside and let Danzen pass, the door shutting behind him. 
 
    The basement was cleaner than he thought it would be, and there was no discernible scent in the air aside from a bit of burning oil from a lantern in the far corner of the room. 
 
    Danzen placed his hand on the hilt of his famed blade as his eyes fell upon Shedrup, who floated in the center of the room, his legs crossed beneath him, his arms hanging past his knees, his eyes rolled into the back of his head. 
 
    “Shedrup?” Danzen asked, the visual all but confirming that the town drunk had cultivated his echo to a degree that Danzen had never seen before. 
 
    Shedrup’s eyes, which were pinpricks now, settled on the former assassin who stood before him. The hair on the back of his neck stood to attention for the second time that night, Danzen slowly removing his blade from its scabbard. 
 
    “Why have you come here, demon?” Shedrup asked, his voice low and grave. 
 
    “Someone’s soul is at stake,” Danzen told him. 
 
    Shedrup was quiet for a long time, Danzen’s heartbeat quickening with each moment that passed, tension surging through his veins. 
 
    Shedrup exhaled deeply, and as he did his body lowered just a hair. “Whose soul do you seek?” 
 
    “One of the villagers,” Danzen said. “Oktai… works at Sarten’s restaurant. It was taken by a demonic yokai. I don’t know why.” 
 
    “You won’t get there in time.” 
 
    “You don’t know what I’m capable of,” Danzen said, his voice now tinged with agitation. 
 
    “Heh. Then you must go to the Tavern at the Edge of the World. That is all. Now leave.” 
 
    “How do I get there?” 
 
    Shedrup’s face began to twitch and contort. He threw his head to the side and tried to suck in a deep breath, only for a flash of rage to come over him. 
 
    The town drunk fell to the ground, where he lay on his belly for a moment. He faced up at Danzen, his eyes once again rolled into the back of his head. “Leave,” he said, his voice suddenly haggard. 
 
    Danzen returned his sword to its scabbard and exited the room, where he found Elder Sonders waiting for him. The old man’s hands were balanced on the top of his cane, his face twisted with concern.  
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “The Tavern at the Edge of the World. Have you heard of it?” 
 
    Elder Sonders shook his head. “I haven’t, but there may be details about it in my library.” 
 
    “There isn’t time. I have a few other people I can talk to about it.” Danzen took the stairs to the first floor, the Elder shambling behind him. 
 
    He reached the study and spoke to Temur before the man could ask any questions: “Visit Sarnai and let her know what has happened. I will do my best to return with both the antidote and Oktai’s soul.”


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen knew that dangerous yokai often came out at night. This was one reason he moved so quickly from the village to his monastery, the former assassin calling upon his superhuman power to make it there in record time. 
 
    He was greeted first by Yama, the lion dog hopping down from his pedestal and grunting as he made his way over to Danzen. He placed his hand on Yama’s head and quickly moved past him.  
 
    “Pilgrim?” Kudzu asked as she came to the door to meet him. 
 
    “We have to go.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    As Danzen packed his satchel and grabbed his Blade of Darkness, he explained to her everything that had gone down in the village, from his encounter at the spa to his short conversation with Shedrup, who had cultivated his echo to an insane degree. 
 
    “Wait,” she said as he turned to the main room of the monastery. “Obviously, you’re not going alone.” 
 
    “I don’t even know where I’m going,” Danzen told her, “aside from the hermit’s cave.” 
 
    “His cave is on the way to the tavern,” she said. 
 
    This caused Danzen to pause. “You are familiar with the Tavern at the Edge of the World?” 
 
    “Everyone knows what it is; the tavern is the last place a soul goes before transferring on to Diyu. It’s incredibly dangerous to go there. We will certainly encounter something along the way, perhaps it would be best to stop by the hermit’s place and rest before we go any further. You said it was a poison?” 
 
    “Moonfall.” 
 
    “I’m not familiar with it, but we yokai may know it by a different name,” she said. “I suppose we should ask Jelmay if he wants to come with us.” 
 
    Danzen raised an eyebrow at her. 
 
    “Having an additional member in our party will make things a little easier along the way. I honestly don’t know what we will encounter, but we're taking this trip at night, and he’s a relatively decent fighter. Knowing him, he also may know more of what to expect once we reach the tavern. I really don’t know much aside from its location.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    A thought that he’d had on his way back from the village came to him once again. 
 
    It was time. 
 
    “After I do this, I need to head to the west,” Danzen told her suddenly. 
 
    “You what? Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know if there are more people coming after me or not, but after my last two encounters, and with Nayaga not telling me what he knew before he killed himself, I need to operate under the assumption that I am being actively hunted, and they will be here soon. It’s time.” 
 
    “I see,” she finally said, lowering her head some. “We can discuss that along the way. Let’s go deal with the cat.” 
 
    After Danzen locked up, the two headed down the hill and into the Asura Forest, where they found Jelmay’s recently constructed home. The lights were out, and it took several rounds of knocking, but eventually the bakeneko came to the door. 
 
    “To what do I owe the pleasure?” he asked with a yawn. 
 
    “There has been an occurrence, and we need to go to the Tavern at the Edge of the World,” Danzen said, following this with a synopsis of what had happened so far. 
 
    The cat, who stood there in his little vest, stretched his arms over his head. “The tavern, eh?” he yawned again. “Well, I suppose I had nothing better to do tonight. Let me grab my things.” 
 
    Jelmay shut the door, leaving the two in the dark as he rummaged through some items in his home. Neither said anything as they waited, Danzen keenly aware of their surroundings, just in case something tried to come after them. The bakeneko returned a couple minutes later with a sword sheathed at his waist and a shield on his back. 
 
    “We’re going to get food along the way, right?” 
 
    “We have to visit a hermit, so yes,” Kudzu told him. 
 
    “A hermit? Well, as long as he has food, we’ll be fine.” 
 
    Jelmay was uncharacteristically quiet as they moved to the foothills beyond Danzen’s monastery. Kudzu picked up her pace and Danzen did the same, the two not able to go full speed because of Jelmay’s presence. The bakeneko tried to keep up, but ended up taking several pit stops before they breached the waterfalls outside of the hermit’s cave. 
 
    “Dalan,” Danzen called up, not wanting to startle the man. 
 
    “Pilgrim?” came a voice from the cave. “It’s late…” 
 
    “I’m here with visitors,” Danzen told him as he moved up the ledge that led to the entrance of the cave.  
 
    Kudzu was the first to reach the hermit, who greeted her warmly. 
 
    “We have one other,” Danzen said, the hermit’s cave now lit by an additional piece of wood added to the fire.  Dalan took in Danzen for a moment, his orange eyes gravitating toward the former assassin’s newest blade. 
 
    “What kind of weapon is this?” he asked, the hermit taking a few steps away from Danzen. “There’s an energy about it, a dark one.” 
 
    Jelmay stepped into the cave as if he owned the place. The cat plopped in front of the fire and stretched his arms over his head. “Food, do you have any?” 
 
    “Pardon?” the hermit asked. 
 
    “I’m sorry to intrude,” Danzen began. As he had done for Kudzu and Jelmay now, he quickly relayed what had happened over the course of the night, a night which was growing closer and closer to morning. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Dalan said after listening to the explanation. “But you won’t find the antidote for moonfall in the valley. It is something that only grows up north.” 
 
    “I can’t…” Danzen shook his head, an unfamiliar feeling of remorse rolling down his shoulders. “I can’t let Khamdo die. That arrow was meant for me.” 
 
    Dalan waved his concern away. “I didn’t say he had to die, I just said that you wouldn’t find the antidote here. You are planning to head to the tavern next, correct?” 
 
    “That’s right,” said Kudzu. 
 
    “Then it’s simple. You can find his spirit there as well,” Dalan said, as if it were that easy. “You are already going there anyway. Find Oktai and Khamdo’s spirits there. Both will be waiting to pass on to Diyu.” 
 
    “And what do we do when we find them?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “Has no one thought to ask me about any of these things?” Jelmay, who still sat before the fire, threw his paws up in the air. “You two are in such a rush to get there, that you didn’t even ask me about my experience with the tavern. I know what we need to do once we get there, and who we need to talk to. But before we go, we’re going to need to rest. And eat. And after we have rested and eaten, I will go over what I know about the tavern and whose palm we need to grease once we arrive. It’s just two souls, after all. That’s easy. They will hardly know they’re missing.” 
 
    “I must admit, I don’t have as much food as I would like…” the hermit started to say. 
 
    “I’ll get some fish,” Danzen said. “How long will it take us to reach the tavern?” 
 
    “From here?” Jelmay considered this. “It will take about a day. The tavern is only open at night anyway, so we should get there just in time if we leave in the next five hours or so.” 
 
    “And you know what to do once we get there?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that I did if I didn’t,” Jelmay told her, his long whiskers quivering as a knowing expression came across his face. “This isn’t the first time I’ve had to go to the tavern to rescue someone’s soul, but hopefully it will be the last. It’s not a very pleasant experience. Great food, though. The place is a bit dreary for my tastes. But like I said, the food is to die for. Literally. They have good ale there too. We can go over those details later; it’s important that we eat first.” 
 
    Without another word, Danzen turned back toward the waterfall. As he made his way down the cliffside, he noticed that it was bright enough now that he would be able to see through the surface of the water. 
 
    Kudzu joined him, and once they reached the stream, Danzen took off his satchel and set his Blade of Darkness against it.  
 
    He withdrew Astra, and turned to the water. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    After grilled fish and some rest, the three left Dalan’s hermitage, and headed east. 
 
    They were quiet initially, but eventually, as they wound their way into a canyon, Jelmay started up a conversation: “Describe the yokai you encountered at the spa. Maybe we know what it is.” 
 
    Danzen recalled that the creature had been made of hair, that it was wet and sticky. He explained this to Jelmay, and also told him how it had fought with sharp tentacles of hair as well. 
 
    “Let’s pause a second,” Jelmay said, the cat letting out a deep breath. “You have your book?” 
 
    Danzen placed his hand on his satchel. 
 
    “Get it out.” 
 
    “We don’t have much time,” Kudzu said, the white fox just a few steps ahead of the two. 
 
    “You worry too much. We have plenty of time, believe me. We will get there, we will deal with your friends’ souls, we will eat like a trio of kings, and all will be well. Fine, fine, maybe that’s a stretch, but we’ll do our best.” 
 
    “I’m more worried about what we encounter along the way,” said Kudzu, her gray eyes filling with concern. 
 
    “That’s what you have us for,” Jelmay told her, patting his paw on his sword. “Now, Pilgrim, is there something in there known as an akaname?” 
 
    Danzen leafed through the pages, eventually finding the name. He quickly read the description. 
 
    Akaname are demonic yokai who live in bathhouses and abandoned estates. They grow stronger by consuming loose hairs, and are able to possess a person, their hairs acting as suction cups. They exist to feed on human souls, and if a person is possessed for long enough, their soul will be removed from the body once the akaname is struck down. They then deliver these souls to the Diyu borderlands. 
 
    “Well? Does it fit what you encountered?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. “It does.” 
 
    “Then that’s one mystery solved. See? I can be useful.” 
 
    “We could have figured this out later,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “Sure, but it was on my mind now. In fact, while we are taking a little rest here…” 
 
    “We have only been walking for an hour.” 
 
    “Yes, Kudzu, we have, and it’s good to rest every couple hours,” said Jelmay, ignoring the annoyed look on her face. “Now, since we are taking a little rest here, and I have told the two of you what I am thinking, what are you thinking?” 
 
    “I’m thinking that we need to keep going.” 
 
    “And what about you, Pilgrim?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    “I agree with Kudzu.” 
 
    “So all this time, you have just been thinking about getting there?” 
 
    Danzen returned his field diary to his satchel. “Are you referring to something else?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be prying any further if I weren’t…” 
 
    Danzen sensed what Jelmay was referring to. “Once we return, I am heading west.” 
 
    “Is that so…” 
 
    “If you already know what is going to happen, or at least you have a vision of what is going to happen, why do you force him to tell you?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “Because it’s good for him to make his own decisions, even though they are somewhat predetermined. Now, back to what you said there, Pilgrim. You’re heading west to do what exactly?” 
 
    “To…” Danzen was silent for a moment.  
 
    Perhaps it would only complicate things more, but he needed to at least attempt to stop more assassins before they came. And to do that, he needed to cut off the head of the snake by visiting the Brotherhood itself. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I plan to visit the Brotherhood and remove Biren Yeshe, the man who has ordered my death. Anyone who gets in my way will be removed as well. I have found peace here,” he said, his voice quivering. “But I will never be able to have peace if the best assassins in the world are trying to kill me.” 
 
    “And how are you going to get to the west? The Diyu Brotherhood is headquartered outside of Sainshand, is it not?” Jelmay asked as he used his nail to pick at something in his teeth. 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “You said before that it took you two years to get here. Are you going to take two years to get there?” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. “No, I will go the faster route and take a boat from Tudan, a carriage from there. It should take ten days, maybe a few more. I may also use my power, but I probably won’t.” 
 
    “It took you two years to make a journey that only takes ten days…” 
 
    “What’s your point?” 
 
    “You are making my point,” Jelmay said, a twinkle in his eye as he smiled at the former assassin. “If they know you are here, which you seem to assume they do, or assume that they will at some point, it actually doesn’t take them very long to get here. You may have gone a very roundabout way on foot, and I am assuming heading through the south…” 
 
    Danzen nodded. The journey seemed like a blur now, and there were months that went by that he didn’t travel at all, simply finding caves, cheap hotels, or abandoned homes to stay in as he tried to come to grips with who he was. 
 
    “Why not wait for them to come here?” 
 
    “I don’t want the Brotherhood reaching this place.” 
 
    “Maybe some of them will turn a new leaf once they get here, like you did.” 
 
    “I seriously doubt it,” Danzen said, hoping to end the conversation. 
 
    “Can’t we talk about this while we walk?” asked Kudzu. 
 
    “Fine, fine,” Jelmay told her. The cat strutted forward, both his paws on his vest now, his sword beating against his side, his shield on his back. “So, your plan is to go there and kill everyone you can, correct?” 
 
    “I would prefer not to kill any of them, but I don’t want them hunting me, and…”  
 
    “You know, if you had any friends, you could ask them for help,” Jelmay said, interrupting him. 
 
    “What are you trying to say?”  
 
    “I’m not talking about some peon villagers here; I’m talking about friends like the two gifted and talented yokai traveling with you.” 
 
    “I can do this alone.” 
 
    Jelmay snorted. “Of course you can, because you're the Pilgrim, the mysterious stranger who has shown up to the valley bearing the weight of the world on his shoulders. Let me put it to you this way: you can’t do everything alone, regardless of your strength or the fact that you are half-demon.” 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “You don’t have to accept that you’re half-demon, I’m not asking you to do that. I’m just telling you that you are. But, back to what I was saying previously: you need us, and I’m willing to help. Kudzu?” 
 
    “I have never been to the west…” 
 
    “And I have never been to…” Jelmay considered this. “Actually, I’ve been most places. But I’m sure there is some place I haven’t been.” 
 
    “I don’t want you two to get involved. And I don’t even know how we would…” 
 
    He was never able to finish the sentence as the three came upon a trio of nozuchi, the snake-like yokai feeding on the carcass of a bear. 
 
    The first to notice them lifted its head, baring its several rows of teeth. Feeling the urge to test out his Blade of Darkness, Danzen withdrew it from the scabbard on his back, and as he did, he noticed the tip of the blade pooling the shadows around him. 
 
    He swung his enhanced glaive, an arc of darkened shadow whipping forward and cutting one of the nozuchi in half.  
 
    With the opening attack finished, Jelmay withdrew his sword. The bakeneko went for the yokai on the left, Danzen taking the one on the right. 
 
    As if he were stirring up the wind, Danzen swung his blade again, another arc of shadow cutting forward, tendril-like wisps of darkened matter streaking the air as it moved. 
 
    He cut the head off his opponent, Danzen returning to the first one that he had already cut in half, which was still wiggling in his direction, gnashing its sharp teeth. 
 
    He sliced through this nozuchi’s head as well, the creature letting out a wheezing gasp as its head hit the ground. 
 
    His shield now on his arm, Jelmay blocked the third nozuchi’s attack. He swatted at it with his sword, his blade cutting into the flesh of its neck and bringing it down. 
 
    “Got him!” the bakeneko cried. “Nasty little buggers…” 
 
    Danzen lowered his weapon, Kudzu joining him. 
 
    “You don’t have to come with me,” he said under his breath as he watched Jelmay continue to stab at the nozuchi. 
 
    “You keep telling me that,” she said, “and I keep coming anyway. Besides, I’ve never been to the west.” 
 
    “A little help here!” Jelmay called over his shoulder. 
 
    Danzen started to lift his Blade of Darkness, but Kudzu stopped him. 
 
    “I’ve got this,” she said she took off toward the final nozuchi.  
 
    The white fox snapped her teeth at the creature, distracting it.  
 
    It turned to engage her, and as it did Jelmay used this opportunity to slip around the snake-like yokai and drive his blade into the side of its neck. He brought the yokai to the ground for a second time, and kept it pinned with his sword as it attempted to take a bite out of his leg. 
 
    The creature eventually stopped moving, and once it did, Jelmay slowly withdrew his sword. 
 
    “All in a day's work,” the cat said as he wiped his blade on the yokai’s scaled body. 
 
    The nozuchi came alive again, Danzen quick to respond with a tendril of shadow, which cut the creature’s head off completely. 
 
    “Always make sure your opponent is dead,” Danzen told Jelmay. 
 
    “Did you learn that in assassin school?” 
 
    “No,” Danzen told him as he sheathed his Blade of Darkness on his back. “I learned the hard way.” 
 
    “Ha! You sure are grim,” Jelmay said as he crouched in front of one of the nozuchi. 
 
    “What are you doing?” asked Kudzu as the bakeneko drove his sword into the nozuchi’s jaw. 
 
    “Getting some teeth. They’ll come in handy later, trust me.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The surrounding walls of the canyon increased in size, almost to the point where they were blocking out the sun. The three walked just about as quickly as they could, Danzen knowing they would be able to move faster had they not been traveling with Jelmay. 
 
    It seemed that every thirty minutes the bakeneko needed to take a rest break, and while he didn’t complain about being hungry, once they started heading up a mountain pass, his stomach grumbled loud enough to cause Danzen to pause, the former assassin nearly withdrawing his blade. 
 
    “Do we really need to stop again?” Kudzu asked him. 
 
    “If you want to,” he said, “but the sooner we get there, the sooner I’ll be able to get some food.” 
 
    “I could try to find something for you around here,” Danzen suggested. 
 
    “There’s not a lot of food around here, unfortunately,” Jelmay said with the shake of his head. “Anything I’d want to eat is several miles in the opposite direction. Don’t worry, we’ll eat when we get there and I’m looking forward to it…”  
 
    They pressed on, and started to once again sink into another canyon rimmed with red rocks accented with yellow stripes. After another thirty minutes of travel, they paused so Jelmay could rest, Kudzu joining Danzen as he crouched in the shade of a rock. 
 
    “Something the matter?” he asked after he intuited that she wanted to say something to him. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about it, about you going to the west.” 
 
    “You don’t have to come.” 
 
    “I don’t think you should go,” she said suddenly, the fox unable to hide the concern in her face. “I think you should stay here and see what they do.” 
 
    “But I don’t know if they’ll be coming after me or not.” 
 
    “If they come here, you’ll have an advantage,” she reminded him. “You know your way around, and you have friends here as well.” 
 
    Jelmay’s ears twitched as he overheard what they were saying. “I thought his friends were going to go with him,” he called over to them. 
 
    “I’ve already said I would go. I just don’t think it is the right choice to be making at the moment.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say,” Jelmay told her, “you’re not the one being hunted.” 
 
    “It’s a risk,” Danzen told her. 
 
    “Your ex hasn’t shown up yet, and the assassin you killed in the village may have been operating on his own. Think about it,” said Kudzu, “if this assassin wanted to share the capture with others, he would have brought them.” 
 
    Danzen considered what she said as they continued on their way.  
 
    He knew there was a reward for his head, and he imagined that it was now quite substantial. He also knew that Nayaga would have been briefed on his abilities, and that while the assassin may have been foolish, only someone that was on the top tier would risk going after Danzen alone. He didn’t know enough about Nayaga to understand his true motives, if he was one that would be willing to split the spoils of the capture, or if he wanted it all for himself. 
 
    Perhaps Kudzu was right, perhaps Nayaga had used the last moments of his life to confuse Danzen into thinking that others were coming. 
 
    He was quiet for the next several hours, alternating between tuning into Kudzu and Jelmay’s banter, and getting lost in his own thoughts. He thought, once again, about Soko, and what had become of her. It pained Danzen to see that she was no more than a ghoul now, that she had fallen so insanely thirsty for power. 
 
    And even if he felt for her, he was also well aware that this was what she wanted. 
 
    He only hoped for her sake that she was no longer alive, Danzen once again cursing himself for not circling back around to confirm her death. 
 
    He didn’t want to see her in that way, that was the truth of it.  
 
    The horizon was now blotted out by crimson mountains painted with black veins, Danzen noticing a discernible change in the air, as if something sinister was spreading toward them. 
 
    “We need to move faster,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “Faster? We need to move smarter,” Jelmay told her. “Let me guess, you were planning to head straight up that pathway there, right?” The bakeneko pointed a claw at a path that seemingly led straight up the side of a cliff. 
 
    “It’s the only way.” 
 
    “Only way? Maybe if you didn’t have four legs and were half-demon you could simply leap your way up it, sure, but there’s a much gentler path.” Jelmay pointed to a bend that wrapped around the right. “There’s a cave up there that moves right through these mountains. It should put us out about a quarter-mile from the tavern.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I’ve been here a couple dozen times,” he told her. “I’ve come through the cave every time. Trust me. It’s cooler during the summer months, and there’s less climbing involved.” 
 
    Danzen and Kudzu exchanged glances, the former assassin being the first to take a step in Jelmay’s direction. 
 
    “See? He trusts me.” 
 
    Danzen neither confirmed nor denied this statement as they traveled down an incline of loose rocks, the three eventually cycling back up to the mouth of the cave. 
 
    “Pilgrims first,” Jelmay said, catching his breath as he gestured toward the entrance. 
 
    Danzen approached it, his hand on the hilt of his blade. The smell of wet stone reached his nostrils, something a bit sulfuric as well. 
 
    “I almost forgot…” Jelmay stepped up to a rock that had an ancient text carved into it. The bakeneko pressed several of the characters, the lanterns along the inner walls of the cave sparking to life. 
 
    “Sunyata’s blessing,” said Kudzu as she watched the magic in action. 
 
    “More like the blessings of whoever designed the system, back when heaven fell. There were a few people out there smart enough to know that remnants could be used in beneficial ways as well. Shall we?” 
 
    The three traveled into the caverns, the blue tips of the flames marking their pathway. 
 
    Danzen was now hypersensitive to his surroundings, the sound of dripping water meeting his ears, the way the light danced over their path, the constant smell of the cave system and its damp air filling his lungs. The ground beneath him was soft, almost as if he were walking over clay that was just about dry. And the deeper they moved into the cavern, the colder it became. 
 
    “So, are you going to go to the west or not?” Jelmay asked, his voice echoing through the caverns and disrupting Danzen’s train of thought. “Or was that already decided?” 
 
    “I haven’t decided yet.” 
 
    “You sure have some influence over him,” he told Kudzu. “And here I thought he was a cold-blooded assassin who made his own choices and wanted to be alone all the time.” 
 
    “I just think it is better for us to see how things play out.” 
 
    “It sounds to me like your main goal is to stay put,” he told her, “and not make a long journey to a land you’ve never been to before…” Jelmay scratched the back of his head. “I get it, I really do. The west isn’t all that great. It’s more developed than out here, but all the yokai there are dead or dying. Plus, you have to morph if you want to go there…” 
 
    “I will make my decision later,” Danzen said, cutting Jelmay off. 
 
    His comment had a way of stopping the two of them from bickering, which allowed him to once again focus on the cave system they were moving through. A grunt caught his attention, the former assassin pausing, his blade already drawn. 
 
    Movement in the shadows in front of them caused Jelmay to draw his sword as well. A form lifted from the ground, one with a muscular body and the head of a bull. The creature, which stood several heads taller than Danzen, had exposed legs and red skin. It also carried a wicked club.  
 
    Danzen loosed his sword in the bull-like yokai’s direction. 
 
    Astra connected with the creature’s chest and sent it stumbling back, his famed blade jutting out of the monster's chest for a moment. The creature ripped the sword out with one hand and tossed it to the side; it was just about to charge forward with its club when Astra returned to Danzen. He met the towering yokai’s first strike with the sword, the creature's sheer strength causing his knees to buckle. 
 
    Danzen used this to his advantage as he darted around the side of the humanoid bull, his blade taking a good chunk out of the monster’s arm in the process. Jelmay charged forward; the bull smacked his shield with its club, sending the bakeneko flying into the cave wall.  
 
    Kudzu jumped just in time to avoid the creature’s next strike.  
 
    She used its forward momentum to her advantage as she leaped for the creature’s wrists, where she locked on. The distraction allowed Danzen to find a place behind the yokai to launch his next attack. He shot forward, his blade blossoming from the yokai’s stomach. 
 
    The monster let out a terrible roar of discomfort that echoed throughout the cavern.  
 
    Danzen withdrew his blade and sent it in again, blood trickling out of the creature’s mouth as it stumbled forward. The bull-like yokai took a knee and dropped its head, eventually landing in a heap on the floor of the cave. 
 
    “Damn kidomaru,” Jelmay said as he got to his feet. “They really are mindless demons, aren’t they?” 
 
    “I’ve… I’ve never encountered one before,” said Kudzu. 
 
    “That’s because you’re a bit wet behind the ears when it comes to traveling to Diyu, my dear!” 
 
    Danzen moved to the sound of trickling water and found a small vein of water. He ran his hand through the water and cleaned his blade. “Let’s keep moving.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit,” said Jelmay, “kill and move on. It sure is fun traveling with you. You just get the job done and keep moving on. I knew I was right when I first met you, Pilgrim, you really are something else, and hopefully I’m right about everything else I’ve seen. Otherwise…” The bakeneko grew quiet. “Let’s just hope I’m right.” 
 
    Danzen sheathed his blade and continued forward. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The view upon exiting the cave caused Danzen to pause. Swells of black energy twisted over the horizon, the red mountains jagged and sharp, a sense of animosity in the air causing his skin to prick. He was familiar with the feeling, one that he’d experienced countless times before making his kill.  
 
    As soon as he identified what he was sensing, it subsided, Danzen finally able to relax a little. 
 
    “Ah, there it is,” Jelmay said with a hint of disgust, “Diyu.” 
 
    Danzen lowered his eyes to see a tavern sitting on the edge of a cliff. It was about a quarter of a mile away from them, and there were no other structures around it. 
 
    “Pretty, isn’t it?” Jelmay asked. “The Tavern at the Edge of the World, where all the souls go to have their final drink. You know, Pilgrim, you may be the only mortal, or should I say half-mortal, who has seen this place in over a hundred years.” 
 
    The tavern looked to be between two and three stories. Its exterior walls were made from black rock, and it had a gable roof with two dormer windows. There wasn’t anyone outside of the tavern, but the lights inside were on. 
 
    “Shall we?” Kudzu asked. “Night will be here soon.” 
 
    “I cannot wait to have a good meal,” Jelmay said as they pressed on, the portly yokai moving faster than he had moved all day. He paused, his hand coming to the hilt of his weapon once he heard howling in the distance. There were more cries of agony in response, the former assassin looking left and right and expecting an opponent. 
 
    “You can lower your sword,” Jelmay said, even though Danzen hadn’t drawn his weapon. “I forgot that’s what it sounds like here. Creepy, especially if you decide to stay a night at the tavern, but you get used to it.” 
 
    “You’ve actually stayed here for the night?” 
 
    “Did you think we were going to try to venture back to the valley after we rescued the souls? And didn’t I already mention we’d be staying?” Jelmay asked Kudzu. “It would be insane to travel around here at night. You don’t want to be anywhere near this area when they come to collect. Yes, we’ll be staying, and I’ll be paying, so don’t worry.” 
 
    “All in the same room?” 
 
    “There are only two rooms, so that may be a possibility.” 
 
    “And what if those rooms are booked?” she asked. 
 
    “Then we have to eat and drink all night, which is also something I am entirely capable of. What about you, Pilgrim? Think you can keep up with me?” 
 
    True to his nature, Danzen didn’t say anything. 
 
    “He gets me,” Jelmay assured Kudzu as they came to a large black door without a handle, its only feature being a white stone face protruding from its center. 
 
    The male face came alive, his eyes opening, pupil-less, his bottom jaw swinging to the left and right before he spoke. “Only those who present me an object may enter.” 
 
    “Even after all these years, you still want something from me, face-in-the-door?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    “Payment is necessary to enter the tavern.” 
 
    “Bah, not even once…” Jelmay reached into his pocket and returned with one of the teeth he had cut off the nozuchi. “Give it this,” he said, gesturing the tooth at Danzen. 
 
    “A tooth?”  
 
    “No, my entire paw. Yes, the tooth. He wants payment, and this will do.” 
 
    Danzen took the tooth from Jelmay. “And how exactly do I give it to him?” 
 
    “You put it in his mouth,” Jelmay said. “You two act like you’ve never been to the Tavern at the Edge of the World before.” 
 
    Danzen reached his fingers forward, depositing the tooth on the face’s tongue. 
 
    “Thank you,” the face said as the door popped open. Danzen was just about to step forward when Jelmay stopped him.  
 
    “We obviously can’t go in there like this,” he said, glancing back to Kudzu. “You’re going to need to hold my tail with your mouth, and Pilgrim here can hold your tail. That way we form a link. It’s very easy to get lost on our way to the bar. If we reach the bar, we’re safe, but if we get lost before we reach it, then we will be trapped in there forever, because we’re not dead.” 
 
    “I’m not putting anyone’s tail in my mouth,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “Why not?” Jelmay asked as he sniffed his tail. “It’s clean.” 
 
    “That’s insulting.” 
 
    “Such a high-class yokai you are…” Jelmay said with a snort. “Then morph into a human. I know your kind can do that. You’ve been holding out on us this entire time; I know you have. Morph into a human, and we can all hold hands instead.” 
 
    “I…” Kudzu withdrew a little. She let out a deep breath and sat on her haunches. 
 
    “Or you can just keep my hand in your mouth,” Danzen offered. 
 
    “No. Jelmay’s right; I just don’t like taking my human transformation.” 
 
    “And I don’t like standing out here in front of the Tavern at the Edge of the World knowing that hordes upon hordes of demons are just over those mountains right there, and that they frequently come over here to mill about after the sun has set. Let’s get inside. Either it’s my tail, or you can turn into a human.” 
 
    Kudzu looked to Danzen. “You do have a spare set of robes, right?” 
 
    Without a word, Danzen reached into his satchel and pulled out his newest set of robes. After placing the robes on the ground before her, he turned his back to the fox, Jelmay laughing as she began her transformation. 
 
    “It’s always weird watching someone do this,” he said. 
 
    “You could be a gentleman and not watch me,” Kudzu scolded him. 
 
    “Where’s the fun in that?” 
 
    “Itchy clothing,” she said as she got dressed. 
 
    “It’s not that bad,” Jelmay told her. 
 
    “You don’t know anything about it,” she said. “But it doesn’t matter. I’m ready.” 
 
    Kudzu stepped around him. She looked to be about his age, her hair white with a slight shimmer to it, her ears pointed, but not enough to draw attention to herself. She was much shorter than Danzen, and she was a bit bony, her gray eyes the same as they were when she was in her fox form. 
 
    The face on the door made a crunching sound as he chewed the tooth. He swallowed and asked, “Will you be entering?” 
 
    “Hold my hand,” Jelmay said, offering it to Kudzu. 
 
    Danzen took the bakeneko’s paw instead, extending his hand to Kudzu. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    A swell of activity came to the former assassin as soon as he entered the Tavern at the Edge of the World. The space was well lit, but there were enough souls moving about that it made it hard to see where they were going, like they were walking through a fine mist. 
 
    Kudzu’s grip on Danzen’s hand tightened as one of the spirits reached out for her, the woman stumbling past. Maybe it would have struck him as odd to see a fox turn into a human a month ago. But now, after everything he’d witnessed with yokai in general, it left Danzen feeling unfazed, his sole focus on making it through the night. 
 
    He did not like being in a tavern filled with so many spirits that he could barely see Jelmay’s form in front of him. The spirits were also loud, many of them seemingly drunk. Some toasted each other, others wept, and still others sang songs together, the last time they would do so in the realm of the humans. 
 
    While the building didn’t look very large from the outside, it took the three of them a solid thirty minutes to finally reach the bar. 
 
    “We’ll take a table,” Jelmay told a bartender, the woman’s face partially covered by a hood. “Three of today’s specials when you can, and three ales.” 
 
    “You have come a long way to whet your whistle,” the bartender said in a scratchy voice, which Danzen was surprised he could make out considering all the commotion in the tavern. 
 
    Jelmay waved her concern away. “And I will be needing a room too.” 
 
    “May I ask what brings you here?” 
 
    “The same thing that brings everyone here,” Jelmay said with a shrug, “just looking for a good meal, a good drink, and a comfortable place to rest.” 
 
    Even though he couldn’t quite see the bartender’s face, Danzen could tell she was grinning. “A table just opened up. Please sit.”  She gestured to her right, Danzen noticing that a table had formed out of the mist, a light above it. 
 
    Jelmay led them to the table and instructed Danzen to sit across from him. He motioned for Kudzu to sit in the seat to his left, leaving the seat to their right open, the one that faced the main space of the tavern. Danzen had to remove his Blade of Darkness from his back to sit properly, the weapon now resting sideways across his lap. 
 
    “You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Jelmay told Kudzu, not able to prevent a cackle from escaping his lips. 
 
    “Funny. Should I stay in this form?” 
 
    “Yes. You need to be human the rest of the night,” Jelmay told her. “It will make everything easier, and besides, don’t you want to eat something?” 
 
    “I don’t know if I trust the food here.”  
 
    “Trust the food here?” Jelmay grunted with disdain. “They have the best chef that has ever lived, one that used to prepare meals for the people of Sunyata. Heaven fell, and guess who showed up here looking for work?” 
 
    “You’re kidding.” 
 
    “Why would I lie to you?” Jelmay asked Kudzu. “And why are you always so suspicious of me?” 
 
    Kudzu considered this question as the bartender brought three ales to their table. She never answered, and they eventually moved on, Jelmay scooting his chair forward so he could better reach his drink.  
 
    “That’s the stuff,” he said after his second sip, his lips and whiskers covered in foam. 
 
    Kudzu reluctantly took a sip from her drink, the woman looking out of her skin with each gesture she performed. Danzen did the same, noticing that it had a flavor unlike any he’d ever tasted before. It was good, perfect in fact, just the right temperature and rich in flavor. 
 
    He took another sip, savoring the ale after such a long day. 
 
    “All right, before the food comes, I’m going to tell you how this works. What are the names of the two men again?” 
 
    “Oktai and Khamdo,” Danzen told him. 
 
    “Oktai and Khamdo. Yes, Khamdo, I know him. Great carpenter. Anyway, they are in here somewhere, but as you can tell, here is rather large. After we’ve eaten—because I want to eat before we get started, as this process can be quite tedious—I’ll start peppering their names into our conversation. Eventually, one will show up and he will sit here.” Jelmay gestured to the chair across from Kudzu. “We will convince him to come back with us, which shouldn’t be very hard. Who wants to die a premature death? Then we will do the other. Once we're done with that, maybe we’ll have another round or two, and then head upstairs. This place can get pretty rowdy late at night, especially when they come to clear out the souls. So we need to be upstairs before that.” 
 
    “I hope you know what you’re doing,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “I got us all the way here, didn’t I? What would have happened if I didn’t come? Would you have figured all this out on your own?” 
 
    “I…” She lowered her head a little, some of her white hair sweeping over her brow. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. The food is here!” 
 
    The bartender appeared with a tray hoisted over her shoulder. She set three soups down on the table. “Enjoy.” 
 
    “This is it?” Kudzu asked after she had stepped away. “A simple soup?” 
 
    Jelmay licked his lips. “You are in for a mighty surprise,” he told her. “Just try to finish it.” 
 
    Danzen took his first sip of the soup and noticed that it tasted like the soup they served at the Brotherhood. He had grown so used to it that it had quickly become his favorite food, something he always craved. 
 
    The broth was quite hearty, and as the liquid entered his mouth, he could almost chew soft potatoes, Danzen tasting the meat that had cooked for so long that it melted off the bone, the sweet carrots.  
 
    But every time he looked down at the soup, he saw it was watery. 
 
    “Fascinating,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “Right?” Jelmay poured the soup into his mouth, the bowl never depleting. 
 
    “Mine tastes like grilled fish,” she asked Danzen. “Does yours taste like that?” 
 
    “Mine tastes like a stew from my childhood.”  
 
    “It tastes like whatever you want it to taste like,” Jelmay told him as he wiped his mouth with his arm. “Just think of any food, and it will taste like that.” He lifted the bowl and started drinking from it. 
 
    “Pace yourself,” Kudzu told him. 
 
    “How can I pace myself when it tastes so good?” Jelmay asked, his eyes twitching a little as he set the bowl back down and went back to using a spoon, the soup constantly replenished. 
 
    Eventually, Jelmay pushed the bowl away and drummed his hands on his stomach. “All right, before that gets out of hand, let’s get started here. What were their names again?” he asked Danzen. 
 
    “Khamdo and Oktai.” 
 
    “Khamdo, yep, the carpenter. I keep forgetting that. Here goes…” Jelmay cleared his throat: “I once knew a man named Khamdo from Genshin Valley. Khamdo was a carpenter who helped me build a home. Khamdo was a man who also helped a stranger rebuild a monastery for the stranger to live in. Khamdo had a wife. Khamdo had a child…” 
 
    Danzen set his spoon down as the bakeneko continued. 
 
    “Khamdo was a good man, Khamdo did not deserve to be shot by an arrow by a filthy assassin. Khamdo…” 
 
    “Me?” a spirit asked, now hovering before the table. 
 
    It did not look like Khamdo at all; rather, it was merely a floating ball of blue light, no larger than a melon. 
 
    “Take a seat,” Jelmay told the spirit. 
 
    The blue ball of spirit continued to hover. “My name is Khamdo.” 
 
    “Of course it is, and we,” he said, gesturing between the three of them, “are here to bring you back to the world of the living. Don’t you recognize us?” 
 
    “I…” The spirit quivered. “I don’t know. Everything is a blur now, far away.” 
 
    “You were struck by a poisonous arrow in the back,” Danzen told the spirit. He took another sip from his ale, hoping it would help him swallow the swell of exhilaration he was feeling. It barely had any effect. 
 
    “I was?” 
 
    “That’s right, and you are on your way to Diyu right now because, sorry to say, you’re dying,” Jelmay explained, “that is, unless you decide to come with us. So what will it be?” 
 
    “I’m… I’m not ready to die,” Khamdo said, his spirit starting to wither with worry. 
 
    Jelmay laughed. “No one is, but that never stops death from knocking on someone’s door.” 
 
    “I will come with you then. Anything not to die!” 
 
    “Not like that you won’t.” Jelmay reached his hand to the front pocket of his vest and returned with another nozuchi tooth. “They don’t like us taking souls from the tavern,” he explained under his breath as he showed the spirit the tooth. “If you hide inside this tooth, Khamdo, you won’t have to worry about dying. I’ll bring it to your body, and after a little procedure, you’ll be back to normal.” 
 
    “How… how do I hide in the tooth?” 
 
    “Just dive into it.” Jelmay reached his hand out, the tooth between two fingers. “It’s not very difficult.” 
 
    Khamdo’s spirit pressed back. It twisted forward, aimed right at Jelmay’s hand, disappearing completely once it hit the tooth. 
 
    “One down, one to go,” Jelmay said as he placed the tooth in another pocket. “Don’t forget, the breast pocket is for spirits,” he said as he tapped his chest. 
 
    “That’s all?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “Seriously, how were you going to do this without me?” Jelmay asked her.  
 
    Kudzu reached for her ale, took a sip from it, and didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Let’s get Oktai,” Danzen said, noticing that there were more spirits in the space now, his visibility across the table starting to wane. 
 
    Jelmay began: “Oktai worked at his sister’s restaurant. Oktai had a little addiction when it came to going to pleasure houses and spas, but Oktai wasn’t a bad man, just one who was a bit lonely. Oktai liked making meat pies because it was fun to play with the dough. Oktai wasn’t a very tall man but he did have broad shoulders, and the people that met Oktai liked him. Oktai…” 
 
    “Are you talking about me?” 
 
    Another blue ball of light floated in front of the table, in the same space where Khamdo’s soul had just been. 
 
    “Oktai, have a seat,” Jelmay said, finishing his ale. “You, my dear boy, are not supposed to die.” 
 
    “I’m dead? Who are you people?” 
 
    “We’ve been sent by Naran and Chuluun to bring you back to Suja Village,” said Danzen. 
 
    “What happened to me?” 
 
    “You were possessed by a yokai known as an akaname at a spa in the First District,” Danzen explained. “The possession took your soul, which is why you’re here.” 
 
    “I was possessed?” The spirit visibly quivered. “I’m… I’m so sorry. I know I wasn’t supposed to be there. I had a work shift I wanted to get to, but…” 
 
    “No explanation needed,” Jelmay said, waving the spirit’s concern away. “We’re not here to judge you, just to take you back to your family. You can deal with your own pleasure and bathhouse demons on your own time. Now, to take you back I need you to hop into this tooth.”  
 
    Jelmay produced another nozuchi tooth and explained to Oktai how to enter it. 
 
    As Khamdo had done before him, Oktai scooted back and slammed into the tooth, the bakeneko subsequently placing it in his breast pocket. “Great, we’ve done what we need to do here. Now, how about another round?” 
 
    “Isn’t it getting late?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    Jelmay signaled the bartender, indicating he wanted another round of ale delivered to the table. “All in a day's work,” the bakeneko said, baring his canines as he smiled at Danzen and Kudzu. “Now, drink fast.”


 
   
  
 

 Part Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sounds Danzen Ravja heard the night he stayed in the Tavern at the Edge of the World were otherworldly, unlike any he had ever heard before. The souls below pleaded not to be taken to Diyu, to hell itself, and the commotion told him that they were swept up violently. 
 
    The walls of the tavern shook, nails scraped against the floorboards, tables were toppled and glass was shattered. It went on and on, Danzen no longer able to sleep. 
 
    Instead, he sat in his bed with his legs crossed beneath him, his eyes closed as he imagined what was happening, as he realized that the chaos made him feel closer than he ever had to his true nature.  
 
    He was certain that there was part of him that was not of this world, and while being this close to Diyu prickled his skin, what scared him even more was that he was increasingly comfortable here. 
 
    “The sooner we get back to civilization, the better,” said Kudzu, almost reading his mind. She rested in the bed across from him, Jelmay asleep on the floor, the cat snoring happily. 
 
    “Can’t sleep?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “How could anyone sleep with what is happening down there?” she whispered. 
 
    “Maybe it’s more comfortable for you to sleep in your own skin.” 
 
    “And to make matters worse, for some reason, Jelmay wants me to stay in this form until we leave. I don’t know why.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t say anything. He didn’t know why it mattered either. 
 
    “But as soon as we step out those doors…” Kudzu sighed. “We will need to stop by Dalan’s along the way back so we can update him. It is a long way, and maybe we can rest there.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Have you given any more thought to what I said to you, about heading west?” 
 
    “I haven’t thought about it, but…”  
 
    In that second, everything Danzen had experienced in his entire life came to him, from his earliest memories to more recent occurrences, such as the way he had traveled with a blindfold through the Asura Forest, his battle with Soko, everything starting and ending with darkness. 
 
    Perhaps Kudzu was right, perhaps it was best to stay put for the time being. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “Will you be staying with me at the monastery?” 
 
    “Yes, for now,” she said, a hint of uncertainty in her voice. “But I may need to venture out from time to time. You never answered my question.” 
 
    “Yes, I will stay here in the valley,” he said with finality. “I won’t go west, not yet, anyway.” 
 
    “I get the feeling that your former overseers aren’t the type to forgive and forget.” 
 
    Danzen grunted. 
 
    “And this is what worries you, that they will eventually come here. Maybe there’s another answer to this, though. Maybe we can visit Ogul again and see if we can’t get some yokai to assist us.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “If you did some favors for the people in Ogul, they may warm up to you. If you couldn’t already tell, we yokai have eyes and ears all over Genshin Valley, and our reach extends much farther than that, but it becomes fragmented once you reach Tudan.” 
 
    Danzen considered this. If he were able to befriend more of the valley’s mythological creatures, then he could perhaps be given a warning if someone came looking for him. Some may even take it upon themselves to stall the intruders… 
 
    “I think that may work.” 
 
    Jelmay snorted, turned to his side, and snored even louder. 
 
    “I wish we knew what he saw,” Kudzu said after a long pause, during which Danzen heard more terror ringing out in the main space of the tavern below. 
 
    “Perhaps it’s best if we don’t. He has proven to be useful thus far.” 
 
    “As much as I hate to admit it, I agree. I would have been lost to the necessary customs if we had come here without him. This would have complicated things greatly.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t say anything. 
 
    “I suppose I should be a bit nicer to him, but many of the things he says have a way of getting under my skin, which I believe is intentional. He slows us down, and he talks too much.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “But he seems to be the only one that knows what’s going to happen, and if what he says is the truth, his vision may be the thing that saved this valley. I believe that you may be the one that saves it as well, Pilgrim.” 
 
    “Danzen. My name is Danzen Ravja,” he said suddenly. “My real name.” 
 
    “Danzen, Danzen,” Kudzu repeated the name a few more times, as if she were trying to brand it to her memory. “It’s easier for me to call you Pilgrim. The name fits, for some reason. Do you mind?” 
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    “But it is an interesting name, one I’ve never heard before. Who named you this?” 
 
    “My mother. It was in the note that was in my basket when she left me on the steps of the Brotherhood. It was the only thing in the note.” 
 
    “I see…” Loud noises and cries for help from below interrupted their conversation. “I’ve never looked so forward to morning,” Kudzu said once the screams subsided. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    An eerie quiet was the first thing Danzen noticed when he woke up the next morning, the tavern colder than it had been the night before, something off about the place. Kudzu was already awake, seated at the edge of her bed, her hair a mess and her eyes bloodshot. 
 
    “You should have woken me,” he said. 
 
    “I’m exhausted. You looked peaceful and I didn’t want to wake you. How you were able to sleep through that, I’ll never know. This one, on the other hand…” Kudzu stood and walked over to Jelmay. She used her foot to nudge him, and when that didn’t wake the cat, she gave him a little kick. 
 
    “Hey,” he says, blinking his eyes open. His ears flitted back for a moment as he glared at her. 
 
    “We need to leave. The sooner we are out of here, the better.” 
 
     “Leave? But they have such a great breakfast…” Jelmay said on the tail end of a yawn. “Remember the soup from last night? Think of that but with breakfast foods.” 
 
    “I don’t care what they have. I want to get back to our world,” Kudzu told him. 
 
    “Fine, fine,” the bakeneko said as he sat up. Once he was to his feet, he placed his shield on his back and affixed his belt and scabbard to his waist. 
 
    Danzen got prepared as well, his Blade of Darkness in place, Astra sheathed at his side and a satchel flung over his right shoulder. 
 
    “You’re sure about skipping breakfast?” Jelmay asked as he turned to the door. “It is the most important meal of the day.” 
 
    “Positive.” 
 
    “Then you owe me an even bigger lunch.” 
 
    The three made their way down a nondescript hallway, and from there to the tavern below. The space was completely empty aside from the hooded bartender, who was washing up. There were no signs of the disturbances that they had heard last night, no toppled tables, shattered glass, scrape marks against the wall, nothing to indicate the chaos that had kept Kudzu up. 
 
    The room also appeared to be smaller, which made Danzen wonder about the thirty-minute trip it had taken them to get from the door to the bar last night. 
 
    “Will you be having breakfast?” the bartender asked as she set her cup down, her face still covered by her hood. 
 
    “No, not this time,” Jelmay said. “Sadly, my companions didn’t sleep well last night, and they’re ready to head back to the west. Too bad, too. Give the chef my best regards and let him know I’ll be eating double next time around.” 
 
    “In that case, have a safe trip.” The bartender returned to her tasks. 
 
    Once they were outside, the door with a face on it sealed up behind them. “Until next time,” Jelmay said to the door. 
 
    “Thanks for the tooth,” face-in-the-door told him. “It was delightful.” 
 
    “I aim to please.” 
 
    Now that they stood outside, Danzen could once again feel the animosity in the air. Its thickness reminded him of humidity, something he couldn’t reach out and touch, but something that definitely made him ready to head back to civilization. 
 
    And once again, he also got this sensation of familiarity, one that troubled him greatly. 
 
    “Do I have your permission to become myself again?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “Sure,” Jelmay said with a shrug. 
 
    “Please, look away,” she told Danzen. 
 
    He turned away from her, noticing once again that Jelmay was watching her transform. 
 
    “There, that’s better,” she said when she was back in her preferred form. The white fox with a bit of glitter to her tail stepped out of his robes and shook her entire body, as if she were wet. “Sorry about your robes. I should have folded them first.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” 
 
    Danzen folded his robes into a compact square, which he then stuffed in his satchel. They continued on, away from the imposing mountains with blackened veins, the dark swirls above them, the red sky foreboding as ever. 
 
    “You know, I hate to say it, but I’m going to miss this place.” 
 
    “How could anyone miss being this close to Diyu?” Kudzu asked the bakeneko. 
 
    “The food, that’s how. The atmosphere I can do without, but the food…” 
 
    The three reached the long cave they had traveled through the previous day. Jelmay once again activated the lighting system, and gestured politely for them to enter first. 
 
    “I do hope you have plans to feed me,” he said, his voice echoing through the cavern. 
 
    “Our plan is to make it back to the village today,” Kudzu told him, “and visit the hermit along the way.” 
 
    “Today? What’s the rush? We have their souls now, and if we’re going to travel like that…” 
 
    “You could always let us go ahead.” 
 
    “And leave me here to fend for myself? After all I’ve done for you…” 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Kudzu asked, even though it sounded like it pained her to do so. 
 
    “Well, like you said, we need to visit your hermit friend again and let him know that we have the souls. I’m sure he would like to know that. We could stay there tonight, and make our way to Suja Village in the morning. Surely you two would like some rest.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Danzen said. 
 
    “Yes, we know. You’re a tough assassin who is stronger than most people due to his half-demon nature and general stubbornness. But some of us need sustenance and rest, and by some of us I mean Kudzu here. Me? I slept like a baby last night.” 
 
    “I don’t know how you could sleep through all that commotion.” 
 
    “Commotion? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You seriously didn’t hear what was happening downstairs last night?” she asked him. 
 
    “Oh, you mean when they come and collect all the souls. Yes, that can be a little troublesome, but you get used to it, and if you listen to the screams and noises in the right way, you can start to think of them as a subtle music to fall asleep to, sort of an ambient sound. I don’t know. Maybe it’s just me.” 
 
    She laughed bitterly. “It is certainly just you.” 
 
    “And what about heading to the west? Did we ever make a decision on that? Because if we rest here for the night in the Panchen Mountains, we could put the souls back in the bodies tomorrow and head to Chutham from there.” 
 
    “We won’t go west,” Danzen told him. “At least not yet.” 
 
    He was halfway listening to their conversation at this point, his eyes focused on the caverns in front of them. As usual, Danzen looked for any indication that they would be ambushed, a behavior that was almost second nature to him. 
 
    “Really? What made you change your mind?” 
 
    “A conversation,” he told Jelmay. 
 
    “With her? Did she really convince you not to go kill all of your enemies so they will no longer hunt you?” 
 
    “I did,” Kudzu told him. “We need to see what happens next, and if they actually end up coming here. I suggest that we reach out to some of the yokai in the valley and ask them to be our eyes and ears on the ground.” 
 
    “Interesting…” Jelmay said, and for a short spell, he was quiet as he thought this over. Finally, he spoke again: “Actually, I believe this is a better option for now. You have my blessing.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t say anything, and for once, Kudzu didn’t respond. They continued deeper into the cave, the bakeneko humming a song as they walked. 
 
    “What do you think about taking our time?” Kudzu asked Danzen once they were a few paces ahead of Jelmay, who moved leisurely at best. 
 
    “You mean staying here tonight?” 
 
    “What if we stayed at Dalan’s and tomorrow we visited the fox shrine? It isn’t very far from his hermitage, and it would put us in the village in the late afternoon unless we wound up staying another night there.” 
 
    “You will come to the village with me?” 
 
    “To do that I would probably want to take my human form again…” Kudzu mulled this over for a moment. “Maybe you and Jelmay could go, and I could stay back at the monastery. I’ll have to think about it. If I go with you, there will have to be some explanation as to who I am. Jelmay can just impersonate someone else, so that will be a little bit easier.” 
 
    “Who would he impersonate?” 
 
    “I would impersonate your hermit friend,” Jelmay said as he caught up to them, the cat sucking in deep breaths.  
 
    “Dalan,” Kudzu told him. 
 
    “That’s the one. Think about it, Pilgrim. You show up, the hero of the valley, and I’m with you as well just to add a little validity to our little cure. Obviously, I’ll take care of the soul issue,” he said as he patted his hand on his breast pocket, “and then we can be on our merry way back to the monastery, hopefully with a lot of food and plenty of gifts. Did someone say something about visiting the fox shrine? Because I would like that as well. I haven’t been there yet.” 
 
    “We’re still deciding,” Kudzu told him. 
 
    “How will you put their souls back in their bodies?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “How do you think? I’m going to cut each of them open, and place the tooth in the cut. Then I’ll stitch it back up. And now their soul is back in their body.” 
 
    “It can’t be that easy,” said Kudzu. 
 
    “Easy? Do you know how hard it is to come all the way out here to get someone’s soul and to then return it to their body? And why do you think I got teeth to put them in? It’s because the teeth are small. The soul has to inhabit something, and until their body will re-absorb it, it will inhabit the tooth. The wound will heal up, and there will just be a nozuchi tooth under their skin. Trust me, it will work.” 
 
    “And you have done this before?” 
 
    “Not with the tooth. Last time it was with a finger, which is a little bit larger, as you can imagine. I only got the tooth idea after it worked with the finger.” 
 
    “We will stay here tonight,” Danzen said. “And if you think it is appropriate, we can visit your shrine tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “I promised you that I would take you there, and I think a visit would do you well. I think it would do both of us well.” 
 
    “And me?” 
 
    Kudzu shook her head. “They may not allow you in there. We will have to see.” 
 
    Jelmay shrugged. “I figured as much. I suppose I could wait outside, as undignified as that is.”  
 
    “Yes, I believe that would be best,” she told him. “And this isn’t just me trying to be mean to you here. They are very particular about who they let into the shrine. I’m not certain they would even let you in, Pilgrim, but I believe Abbot Monpa would be interested in meeting you.” 
 
    “Then it is settled,” said the former assassin. 
 
    The three were quiet as they reached the mouth of the cave, Danzen once again on edge, expecting someone or something to ambush them. 
 
    He relaxed some as they started up a rocky path, the air lighter, a floral scent to it that he now recognized as part of spring in the mountains. He quickly located the smell, seeing that it was coming from the flowering bushes that grew along some of the bluffs. There were birds in the air, and for a moment, Danzen thought he saw a rather large raven flying high above them, but it was gone before he could confirm this. 
 
    Occasionally a creature would scurry away, a goat or a small mountain mammal, perhaps a yokai. Whenever this happened, Jelmay once again reminded them of how hungry he was. 
 
    “There’s a stream up ahead,” Kudzu told him after they had traveled for a good hour away from the cave. “He can fish there.”  
 
    “That would be wonderful,” Jelmay told her. 
 
    Sure enough, they came along a mountain stream with a few shallow pools, the water clear enough for Danzen to see glimmering fish beneath the surface. 
 
    He set his satchel down, and retrieved his strip of leather. 
 
    Kudzu told Jelmay to be quiet as Danzen moved closer to the small body of water. 
 
    He tossed his sword in and it returned with a fish.  
 
    “Here,” Danzen told Jelmay as he slowly withdrew his fish from the blade, the creature slimy and wet in his hand. 
 
    “Don’t mind if I do,” Jelmay said as he started to eat the fish raw. 
 
    Danzen returned his focus to the water and caught another fish, which he strung on the piece of leather string. He got several more until he had seven in total. 
 
    “Are you sure I can’t have another one?” Jelmay asked as he licked his lips, a bit of flesh on his whiskers. It hadn’t taken long for the cat to pick the bones dry, the fish’s skeleton now lying on the ground. 
 
    “This is for later,” Danzen told him. 
 
    “Then we’d better hurry.” 
 
    Jelmay picked up his pace, the cat walking with renewed vigor. It only took a moment for Danzen and Kudzu to catch up with him, the two yokai alternating who was in charge of leading the way. 
 
    Hours passed, and Danzen got used to the smell of fish that now radiated around him.  
 
    They only rested a few times on their way to the hermitage, stopping once for water as well. It was late afternoon when they reached the waterfalls. They found Dalan seated, a smile on his face as he looked down at them. 
 
    “I am assuming that it went well,” he said instead of hello. 
 
    “It did,” Danzen called up to him. 
 
    “We brought fish,” Kudzu said, once she climbed up to his cave. “We are hoping to rest here tonight.” 
 
    “Certainly. It’s the least I could do.” The hermit motioned them into his cave, the setting sun behind him sending arcs of orange light onto the ground. He produced a tray, one that Danzen had used before, and they arranged the fish on it. 
 
    As he prepared dinner, Danzen and Kudzu explained what had happened. 
 
    “And you have their souls?” 
 
    “I sure do,” said Jelmay, the bakeneko drumming his clawed fingers on his pocket. 
 
    “Perhaps you should put them in something a little safer than your pocket,” Dalan suggested. 
 
    “They’re fine,” Jelmay assured him. 
 
    “Those are two human souls we're talking about.” Dalan went to his medicine cabinet and returned with a small glass vial with a cork top. “Put them in here, and then you can put them back in your pocket. And if you don’t mind, I would like to see one of them.” 
 
    Jelmay obliged. He got the two teeth out of his vest pocket and handed them to Dalan. Dalan put one in the vial and handed it back to him. The hermit observed the other tooth, massaging it between his fingers for a moment. 
 
    “It’s warm,” he finally said. 
 
    “That’s because there’s a soul in there,” Jelmay told him. “Can’t you feel the vibrations?” 
 
    Dalan closed his eyes for a moment and nodded. “I certainly can.”  
 
    He handed the tooth back to Jelmay, who put it in the vial alongside the other one. 
 
    “Now that our esoteric science class is over, can we get on with dinner?” Jelmay asked. “These two only let me eat once today.”


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sound of rain was the first thing Danzen noticed when he awoke the next morning. He sat up, looking out the mouth of the cave, watching as the water came pouring down. 
 
    “It’ll be over soon enough,” said Dalan, who had already gotten a fire going, the hermit crouched before it. “Flash rains are common in the spring. It’s when they go for an entire day that things get dangerous. Monsoon season is nothing to laugh about.” 
 
    “And you stay here during that time?” 
 
    “I do. Why do you think my cave is so high up? I usually start gathering supplies in about a month or so, because sometimes I’m stuck up here for quite the spell. Sure, I can go out, but that’s only if I feel like taking a swim.” He cleared his throat. “I don’t think I thanked you enough for helping me with the giants. I was so damn happy to be done with them.”  
 
    “And the giant boy turned out to be okay? I meant to ask last time we met.” 
 
    “Ah, him. Yes, he did. Hopefully, they won’t bother me anytime soon. They seem to come around about once a year with some sort of sickness. If I was smart, I would poison them all and be done with the lot.” Dalan shook his head. “Maybe I shouldn’t say things like that, but they are about the only yokai, aside from the more demonic ones, that I don’t enjoy sharing the valley with.” 
 
    Kudzu burst through the entrance of the hermitage, her glittering coat sopping wet. “That really opened up.” 
 
    “And as I was just telling him, the rain will die down before too long. Tell me something, does he snore like this every night?” he asked, nodding to Jelmay. 
 
    Kudzu shook the water out of her fur. “Yes.” 
 
    They had fried mushrooms for breakfast which were marinated with a bit of animal fat that Dalan had been saving up. Once Jelmay finished a second helping, the pudgy yokai stood and stretched his paws over his head. “I guess we should get going, otherwise I might have to take another nap.” 
 
    “A midmorning nap?” Kudzu asked skeptically. 
 
    “Come on, you know those are the best. You wake up, eat, and go right back to sleep.” 
 
    The rain had stopped, but the ground was especially muddy now, the smell of wet soil overpowering. Dalan bid farewell to them as the three made their way down to the mountain pass that ran along the side of the waterfall, Kudzu quickly taking the lead. 
 
    “We don’t have to walk all day, do we?” Jelmay asked. “I was hoping to get back to civilization sooner rather than later. Not that putting a soul back into someone’s body is a hard procedure to perform, but I want to be done with it.” 
 
    Danzen knew that the villagers were awaiting his return; he already felt guilty for making them wait an additional day, and he would do anything in his power to be in the village by nightfall. 
 
    “It will only take us an hour and half,” said Kudzu, “if you can move a little faster than you normally do.” 
 
    “I didn’t want to do this but…” Jelmay slowly lowered so that he was now on all fours. He then went about adjusting his sword and shield. “Stop looking at me like that, Pilgrim. I’m faster this way.” 
 
    “So you were holding out on us?” Kudzu asked.  
 
    “So were you when it came to morphing.” 
 
    “Why did I have to morph anyway?” 
 
    “So you wouldn’t draw attention.” 
 
    “But you are a cat standing on two legs…” 
 
    “Fine, you got me. Maybe I just wanted to see what you looked like as a human and to confirm a vision I had.” 
 
    “I knew it!” Kudzu turned to him, baring her teeth as her shoulders flared up. 
 
    “Relax. What’s done is done and it was a good experience for all of us. Let’s get to the shrine and we can argue about this later.” 
 
    “Please, let’s,” Danzen added. 
 
    Kudzu sped ahead, the fox kicking up clumps of mud as she moved even faster. Jelmay couldn’t quite travel at her speed, but he was able to keep up better than he would have on foot. Once again, Danzen called upon his unique stamina, the former assassin easily able to keep up with both of them. 
 
    Sometimes he ran, other times he leaped from rock to rock, the feeling of traveling this way absolutely exhilarating. They rarely paused over the next hour and a half, the three moving with haste until they came to a long bridge that ran over a deep gorge.  
 
    Kudzu stopped, the fox panting for a moment as Jelmay reached her. 
 
    “You’re faster than I thought,” she told him. 
 
    “See? And I was able to do it carrying a sword and shield,” he said as he slowly got to his feet. He swiveled his belt around, so his sword was now at his side again. To travel on all fours, he had positioned the sheathed blade just beneath the shield, which made him almost look like a turtle with a long tail. 
 
    “Congratulate yourself, why don’t you?” 
 
    “Done and done.” Still catching his breath, the bakeneko scratched the back of his head. “Well? Where is it?” 
 
    “You mean, you can’t see it?” she asked him. 
 
    Danzen followed Kudzu’s gaze to a structure partially hidden by vines at the other side of the long bridge. He then was able to make out a rather small entrance at the front of the vines. While it was now obvious, he had to admit that it had been pretty well camouflaged, the former assassin not knowing if he would have seen it or not had he been passing by. 
 
    Kudzu stepped onto the bridge, and when she was sure it wasn’t too windy, she started to trot across. 
 
    Danzen and Jelmay joined her, the cat going first.  
 
    The former assassin paused at about the center of the bridge, his eyes stretching to the horizon to gauge the expansiveness of the gorge. He figured he’d be able to see the start of Diyu from his current position, but he was mistaken. The mountains that eventually grew out of the gorge were large enough to reach the clouds, their snow-tipped peaks not visible from his current position. 
 
    The bridge shook as a gust of wind blew past and he continued on his way. 
 
    Danzen reached the other side, and once he did, he considered the hole that he was going to have to crawl through. He moved closer to the vines to make sure that they didn’t have any thorns on them. Once he was certain this was the case, he then considered how he would crawl with the gear he was currently carrying. The Blade of Darkness would certainly prove troublesome… 
 
    The vines started to move, and as they did, they formed into an archway high enough for Danzen to simply walk under. 
 
    “Do I still have to wait out front?” Jelmay asked. “I mean, I did come all the way out here…” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet,” said Kudzu. “See what they say.” 
 
    Her ears flattened a bit as she saw three white foxes step out of the tunnel made of vines. The one in the center was the largest of three, with seven tails, its white coat glittering as soon as the sun reached it. 
 
    “Abbot Monpa,” Kudzu said, bowing her head. “Brothers,” she said to the other two foxes. 
 
    “Welcome,” said the Abbot, Danzen noticing a jewel at the center of his forehead. “I hope your journey getting here wasn’t too arduous. I was hoping you would come.” 
 
    “The name is Jelmay,” said the cat with a big grin on his face. “And it’s nice to meet all of you.” The two smaller foxes glanced to him, indecipherable looks on their faces. 
 
    “I believe you are hungry, are you not?” Abbot Monpa asked Jelmay. 
 
    “It’s like you’re reading my mind over here,” the bakeneko said with a wink. 
 
    “Brothers, please prepare a meal for him.” He focused again on Danzen and Kudzu. “You two can come with me.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Abbot Monpa headed to the right once they reached a fork in the tunnel of vines. Jelmay went to the left along with the two other foxes, the yokai chatty as always. It was hard to see exactly where they were going, but the tunnel was still high enough for Danzen to stand in without having to bend over any, the vines around them covered in leaves. 
 
    “It isn’t much farther,” Abbot Monpa assured them. 
 
    It wasn’t long before they reached an exit that opened up into a marvelous structure that had been carved into the mountain. There were statues arranged along the front of the structure, light coming in from various portholes cut into the vines. Most of the statues were in the shape of foxes, but some were human as well, a few with water features. 
 
    “Welcome to our shrine,” the Abbot said, finally turning to them. He sat, his seven tails swooping off to the right, and Kudzu did the same. 
 
    “Before we enter and view the remnant, I would like to know more about you,” he told Danzen. “Like your bakeneko friend, I too am able to get glimpses of the future. I will reveal some information to you that may help your journey, or perhaps hinder it. It is really up to how you interpret the information. But before we get started, please, tell me from your perspective why you have come to the valley.” 
 
    “To escape,” said Danzen as he settled his gaze on the fox. “To start over. My life before was…” 
 
    “You were an assassin, correct?” 
 
    Danzen gulped. It was strange to just jump right into this conversation with a stranger, but the setting, and everything about the journey thus far made it feel right. There was also something very fatherly and kind about the fox, something that made Danzen feel as if he were in a place without judgement. “Yes,” he finally said. “For twenty years.” 
 
    “You still are an assassin, correct?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “But you have slain here in Genshin Valley, have you not?” 
 
    “Only when I have to.” 
 
    “I understand. And please, don’t take my questions as an evaluation of your character. I’m merely putting your words to details that I have already foreseen. What is your name?” 
 
    “Pilgrim.” 
 
    “What is your real name?” 
 
    Danzen glanced at Kudzu, who nodded for him to answer the question. “Danzen Ravja.” 
 
    “Do you regret your past, Danzen Ravja?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Please, call me Pilgrim.” 
 
    “Do you regret the things you have done, Pilgrim?” 
 
    “Some of them. Most of them. I don’t know.” 
 
    “What has changed about your life since you have arrived here?” Abbot Monpa asked. 
 
    “I’ve learned things about myself; I believe I have some friends now as well, ones that aren’t assassins.” 
 
    “Is having friends that aren’t assassins different from having friends that are?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “And you are familiar with the concept of cultivating your echo?” 
 
    “I am,” Danzen said. “I have a basic understanding of the ranking system cultivators use as well.” 
 
    “That’s good. I have asked you several questions now, and I believe it’s time for me to give you some answers to questions you may have. What do you know about your parents?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Then we can start there,” said the fox, the jewel on his forehead starting to glow. “As you may have already surmised, but perhaps didn’t want to admit to yourself, you are half-demon. Your father is where your demon blood comes from. And he’s not just any demon, your father is the current ruler of Diyu, who goes by the name Tengir Gantulga.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” Kudzu asked, interrupting the Abbot. She immediately lowered her head. “My apologies.” 
 
    “I have foreseen these things,” he told her, no judgment in his voice. “And there is more to what I have to say. Pilgrim, your mother’s name is Shodren Ravja, and she is alive, at a nunnery in the north, and she is who named you.” 
 
    “She’s a nun?” Danzen asked. His legs were wobbly now, and he felt the sudden urge to sit. He remained standing, the former assassin listening carefully as Abbot Monpa spoke again. 
 
    “She has always been a nun,” the fox told him. “Your demon father raped her in her sleep, and after a period of gestation, you were born. As you can imagine, nuns who spend their lives bending their echoes don’t normally have children, so you were taken to the Brotherhood. I do not know why she chose the Diyu Brotherhood, but perhaps she has her own reasoning. You can ask if you ever meet her.” 
 
    “I…” Danzen settled his breath and decided not to say anything. 
 
    The light radiating behind the fox’s eyes began to soften. “I must be honest with you, Pilgrim. There is still a piece of this that is unclear to me and I don’t know why. Perhaps that piece will be revealed as a natural course of your life progresses. I wish I could tell you more.” 
 
    “Do you know where my mother is?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “I do not, only that she is in the north. I would assume that there aren’t many nunneries there, and you do have her name now, Shodren Ravja. I have also pondered why your father, Tengir Gantulga, hasn’t made himself known to you yet, considering your proximity to his realm. Perhaps that will be clear in the future as well. There’s only so much that I can see, unfortunately.” 
 
    “Do you know if I have a brother?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “Yes, you do, but that information isn’t clear to me for some reason. I don’t know his name, nor do I know his whereabouts. I can tell you he is actually your half-brother, that he is full-demon.” The fox let this information sink in for a moment and then he continued: “Before we view the remnant, I need to tell you something.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I can feel your inhuman power and strength, but I think you would be even stronger if you learned to bend your echo. Perhaps it would bring you peace as well. You say you are familiar with the ranking system, and I don’t think it would take very long for you to progress to the Mancer tier, and perhaps beyond that. But it has to be something that you want. Is it something that you want?” 
 
    Danzen remembered some of the people in his life who had cultivated their echoes, people like Nomin the blind assassin, who had taught him so much about connections around him, and Shedrup, the drunk able to levitate. Yet still, even with these examples of how his power could be enhanced, there was part of Danzen that wasn’t ready to take the plunge. 
 
    If what the fox told him was true, and he had no reason to believe that it wasn’t, he was not only a half-demon, but also the son of the ruler of Diyu, a product of rape. And for some reason, this made Danzen despise himself, leading him to believe he wasn’t worthy of cultivating his echo, especially in learning that he was a bastard. 
 
    The words came before he could completely process them. “I’m not interested,” he finally said. 
 
    “I understand. Well, if you ever are, this would be a good place to start. Let me show you what I mean.” 
 
    Abbot Monpa led them through a passageway big enough for a human, which opened into an expensive room with a high ceiling. 
 
    Danzen’s eyes fell upon an enormous boulder in the middle of the room, its surface seemingly made of opal. The remnant was hard to look at, the piece so bright that Danzen had to shield his eyes. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” said Kudzu, who had kept her hind legs up in the air as she bowed forward. 
 
    Abbot Monpa bowed as well. “If there ever was a way to rebuild heaven, for Sunyata to once again exist, I believe it would start here.” 
 
    Danzen took in the glowing boulder and for once, even with all that he had just learned, his thoughts were calmed. 
 
    He was at peace.


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen Ravja and Kudzu joined Jelmay in a different room of the fox shrine. They found the bakeneko lying on the floor with his hands on his stomach, a satisfied look on his face as he stared up at the ceiling. Abbot Monpa was no longer with them, the multi-tailed fox saying he was tired after channeling his echo.  
 
    “So glad I made the trip,” Jelmay said as he drummed his fingers on his belly. “The food here is simply divine. Is it as good as the stuff they serve at the tavern? No. But it’s still great. The bread was especially well made. I did not know foxes could make such delicious bread.” 
 
    “You’ve been eating this entire time?” Kudzu asked him as he sat up. 
 
    “What else was I supposed to do in here? Hang out with these two monks?” Jelmay gestured toward the two white foxes, who sat on either side of the doorway, both watching him with a hint of apprehension. “You heard the lady, bring us some more food.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask…” 
 
    He waved Kudzu’s concern away as the two monks left. “It’s going to be a long day,” Jelmay said, something strikingly sober about the way he now looked at them. “Trust me.” 
 
    “I’m starting to.” 
 
    “That’s good,” he said as Danzen and Kudzu joined him around a small table made of polished wood. “Well?” 
 
    “Well, what?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “Is no one going to tell me what happened in there? I mean, that’s the reason we came all the way out here, right?” 
 
    “He said that my father was a demon and my mother was a nun,” Danzen told him. 
 
    “So you believe this guy, but you won’t believe me? I see how it is, Pilgrim. What’s the difference between us anyway? The fox has spent his lifetime cultivating his echo so he can see the future, and my species is naturally born with an enhanced prescience ability. I really should charge money for my powers. Some of the others do, and they are quite rich. Maybe you have encountered them. Maybe some of them have asked you to kill someone.” 
 
    “He told us more than you told us,” Kudzu informed him. 
 
    “Like what? And I wasn’t aware that this was a competition.” 
 
    “He told me the name of my mother and her whereabouts. And…” Danzen swallowed hard. “He told me the name of my father as well. He is currently, at least according to the Abbot, the ruler of Diyu. Tengir Gantulga is his name.” 
 
    The sly look on Jelmay’s face quickly disappeared. “Your father is the ruler of hell?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Food came, the monk foxes balancing the trays on top of their heads. The three were served bread and a simple soup that had a creamy texture to it and a hint of spice. It was good, like Jelmay said, but nothing like the food Danzen had eaten at the Tavern at the Edge of the World. 
 
    Once they were finished eating, the monk foxes led them through the vines to the exit of the shrine, where they found Abbot Monpa waiting for them. 
 
    “I wish you well on your journey,” he said, his fierce eyes stopping on Danzen. “If and when you are ready to cultivate your echo, you should begin here. There will come a time when it is necessary for you to possess even more power than you do now. Unfortunately, I’m not able to clearly see what that time looks like, not yet anyway, but you know where to find us. Thank you again for coming. Thank you as well, sister, and you as well, brother,” he told Jelmay. 
 
    Danzen and Kudzu bowed their heads as the seven-tailed fox turned back into the entryway that was covered in vines. Jelmay simply waved goodbye, thanking them for the wonderful soup. Once the monks had joined the Abbot, the vines began to close up until the space was too small for Danzen to pass through again. 
 
    “Did you hear that last part? ‘Can’t clearly see’ what’s going to happen…” Jelmay mumbled under his breath as they turned back to the bridge in front of the shrine. “Did he at least mention something about your brother? Remember him, the form I took during my, ahem, possession.” 
 
    “He said he didn’t know about him, only that he was full-demon,” Danzen told Jelmay as he stepped onto the bridge. Kudzu had already trotted ahead, a glimmering bit of light radiating off her coat as she moved. “And if I do have a brother, what would he want with me?” 
 
    “That I can’t tell you,” Jelmay said. “But he’s not a nice person. And you saw what he looked like. So hopefully that will help in some way.” 
 
    Once Danzen reached the other side of the bridge, he recalled what his supposed brother looked like, his red hair, chiseled face, and his white robes. He remembered Jelmay taking this possession and battling him in the streets of the Third District, how tough of a fight it had been. 
 
    “If I were you, I would be more worried about your brother and your father than I would be about the Diyu Brotherhood. But that’s just me. While some of them may have powered themselves through remnants or cultivated their echoes to some insane degree, they are still mortal. Your family is not, aside from your mother.” 
 
    “You’re probably right.”  
 
    “Probably? I am most certainly right, Pilgrim,” Jelmay said as he motioned for the white fox to join them. “How are we going to do this?” 
 
    “The same way we got here.” 
 
    “That fast again?” 
 
    “You ate plenty at the shrine,” she told him, “you should have enough energy by now.” 
 
    Jelmay gauged his girth. “I’m storing up fat for next winter.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant, and it’s not even summer yet,” she said. 
 
    Jelmay laughed. “It’s never too early to start!” 
 
    Rather than respond, Kudzu picked up her pace, Jelmay eventually dropping down to all fours so he could keep up with her. 
 
    Danzen was glad for the quiet.  
 
    The day had warmed up, but there were a few dark clouds on the horizon and he was ready to get back. As they moved through the mud and onto the trails, the former assassin matching the gait of the two yokai, he came to terms with the information he had learned. 
 
    He was half-demon. 
 
    Danzen had heard it too many times now; there was no point in trying to figure out another angle for his existence any longer. Ambivalent did little to describe how he felt when considering his father was the ruler of Diyu, and his mother was a nun who was still alive.  
 
    Shodren Ravja. 
 
    Would it be worth it to try to find her in the north? How long of a journey would that be, and would it be safe? Soko had mentioned that Nomin the blind assassin was in the north, and that was the last person that Danzen wanted hunting him. 
 
    But finding his mother would provide closure, and perhaps he could learn more about why she gave her child to the Brotherhood.  
 
    His proximity to Diyu and his father’s status there worried him. But he had been in the valley long enough for his father to act, and maybe Tengir Gantulga didn’t care for his half-demon son, perhaps he truly saw him for the bastard that he was. 
 
    After traveling for several hours, they paused by a stream to drink, Kudzu informing them that they didn’t have much longer to go.  
 
    Danzen could feel the sun bearing down on him now, its warmth pressing through his robes and meeting his skin. Butterflies fluttered in the air, the rocky ledges and cliffs starting to soften as the topography changed into the start of a long stretch of forest. 
 
    A few more hours passed and they reached Danzen’s monastery, Yama hopping off his pedestal to greet them. Jelmay collapsed onto his back, his arms spread wide as he stared up at the sky which had started to darken, the sun beginning its descent. 
 
    “Can’t we wait until tomorrow?” he whined as Yama came over to him, nudging the bakeneko with his stone head. “Hey, cut it out!” 
 
    “We need to finish this,” Danzen said as he opened his monastery. “I’ll make something for you to eat.” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” said the bakeneko as he sat up. 
 
    “You still have their souls, correct?” 
 
    “What kind of amateur do you take me for?” Jelmay asked Kudzu. 
 
    “Just checking.” 
 
    The white fox followed Danzen into the monastery. She sat on the ground and watched as he stepped out the back door, where he was greeted by Basan via a plume of fire and a cantankerous sound. He got the egg from her coop and brought it in, Danzen going back outside to the well so he could gather water. 
 
    He ended up making a grain bowl with an egg cracked on top. Jelmay wolfed it down, only complaining once that he would have preferred meat. 
 
    “I guess we should head to town,” said the bakeneko after he’d finished. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to morph?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “Let me be in charge of that. Grab your things, Pilgrim, all of them. Weapons too,” Jelmay said. “This procedure could get a little wacky.” 
 
    “I thought you said it was safe…” 
 
    “It is safe,” he told Kudzu. “But just in case it isn’t. We’ll be back later. Don’t wait up.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The sun was down by the time they headed in the direction of Suja Village’s Third District. Danzen had his Blade of Darkness on his back and Astra sheathed at his side as he walked with Jelmay, the shapeshifting yokai now in Dalan’s form. It was a clever disguise; the hermit was well respected in the village. 
 
    The Asura Forest was to Danzen’s right, the trees seemingly reaching out to them, the former assassin alert as ever. He was the only one that was armed, Jelmay deciding not to take his sword and shield considering his hermit disguise. 
 
    Danzen tried to relax some as they walked, not quite sure of why he was on edge in the first place. Everything was calm, and even the dark clouds from earlier had faded away. 
 
    He wasn’t sure of where they should head once they reached the village. In the end, he chose Elder Sonders' home, and after weaving his way through the residences, he found that the mansion still had its lights on. 
 
    He knocked, and the Elder shuffled to the door. 
 
    “Pilgrim, Dalan,” said the older man, his brow furrowed as he looked from Danzen to the disguised bakeneko. “I was worried you wouldn’t come back.” 
 
    “Sorry it took me so long. Where are they?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “Let me grab my coat here,” he said as he hobbled away, his cane tapping against the floor. He returned in a sleeveless overcoat, his copper badge pinned on it. “Follow me.” 
 
    Elder Sonders locked the door and slowly led them down the stone path to his front gate. As he walked, he spoke to who he thought was Dalan. 
 
    “You're always welcome back in the village, you know,” he said. 
 
    “And give up my humble and not at all damp and dingy cave?” Jelmay-as-Dalan laughed. “Why would anyone in their right mind do something like that?” 
 
    “We have a place where you could practice, close to the Second District so you would get clients from there as well. It has an attached apartment.” 
 
    Jelmay laughed. “That sounds way too comfortable for a cranky old hermit such as myself.” 
 
    “I see,” Elder Sonders said as they reached the main thoroughfare.  
 
    The streets were relatively quiet, much less active than they normally were. As they walked, Danzen got the sense that the Elder wanted to be the one who showed up with them, that he was trying to be both helpful and politically savvy. 
 
    “The tavern?” Danzen asked as they came to Suja Raksi Hall, where they found a couple horses tied up out front. 
 
    “It was the biggest place we had to store their bodies,” Elder Sonders explained. “Are you ready for a crowd?” 
 
    Rather than go through the primary entrance, they moved to a second door on the right, which led to the additional room they had built onto the tavern. 
 
    Jelmay tried to get the door, the Elder pressing ahead so he could open it up and be the first one in. “They’re here,” he announced, Danzen feeling a rush of excitement as he saw all the faces in the room. 
 
    Enkhmaa ran forward and hugged Danzen, the young girl in her yellow robes happy to see him. The former assassin took a step back as he took in all the faces, from Oktai’s sister and brother-in-law, Naran and Chuluun, to Sarnai, whose cheeks were puffy from crying. Temur and Maral were there with their three boys, and Mansukh and Yeni were there as well, the teenage girl staring at Danzen with fondness in her eyes. Seated next to them was Uncle Gempachi, the older man with a big smile on his face. 
 
    “Enkhmaa,” said bowlegged Pancha, who was with his wife Suren. “Let the man pass.” 
 
    “Dalan?” Sarnai asked as she looked at the hermit with a mixture of hope and worry. She transferred her baby to her other arm. “Can… can you help him?”  
 
    There were others in the room, villagers that Danzen hadn’t yet met, and a few he had a passing familiarity with, like Chuki, who ran the lumberyard. There was food on one of the tables and a few freshly filled flagons of ale, Zorya the barmaid hovering on the perimeter. 
 
    “Let me see the bodies,” Jelmay said as he stepped forward. “Also, I need a sharp knife, a needle, and some thread. Make sure to clean the knife,” he told anyone who would listen. “Actually, bring me a flame; we can use that to make sure it’s clean. I need alcohol too, but that should be relatively easy to procure.” 
 
    The group paused, none of them quite sure of who he was giving orders to. 
 
    “Now,” he said, scanning his orange eyes over each of them. “Give me these things now.” 
 
    Zorya hurried to the other room of the tavern, while Maral headed out to grab the other supplies. The crowd parted as Jelmay and Danzen came forward, Pancha commenting on how nice Danzen’s Blade of Darkness looked. If he saw that the remnant had been added to the piece, he didn’t say anything. 
 
    The two men were laid out on the tables, Oktai on his back and Khamdo lying on his side, propped up by a pillow. 
 
    Danzen felt a lump in his throat as he looked the carpenter over, remembering all the things the man had done for him, and the quiet friendship they had formed. There were bandages around his shoulder from the arrow wound in his back, and the skin that stretched from his neck down to his arm had a blue tinge to it from the poison. 
 
    Jelmay had already assured him that returning his soul to his body would cure the poison as well, but seeing the man now, and just how bad the wound had festered, made Danzen once again doubt the bakeneko. He felt an unmistakable pressure in his chest, Danzen suddenly a ball of nerves. 
 
    Jelmay-as-Dalan spoke up, letting them know to give him plenty of space, that both men were still alive, and that the procedure he would perform would cure them, to trust him. 
 
    As he spoke, Danzen found himself with tunnel vision all of a sudden, worry spreading over him as he second-guessed the detour they had taken to visit the fox shrine, or if this would work in the first place. He told himself to trust Jelmay, that he had been right about things so far, and this seemed to help some.  
 
    But he still couldn’t shake his anxiety. 
 
    Zorya was the first to return with a bottle of grain alcohol, a large and a smaller knife, as well as a lit candle. She carried all the items on a tray and set them on the table before Jelmay. She also placed several clean white rags down as well. 
 
    “Good,” Jelmay told her. “Bring me an ale, too.”  
 
    “Certainly,” she said as she slipped away. 
 
    “And don’t worry,” Jelmay told those who were gathered around them now, “the ale is for after. These two men are going to live, dammit. That said, I would encourage anyone who is a bit squeamish to look away once I get started.” 
 
    Jelmay moved over to Oktai’s body and took a long hard look at it. He poked around and eventually lifted his arm, finding a shallow spot just beneath his armpit.  
 
    He moved to Khamdo and circled around the table to observe the arrow wound, and how the poison had discolored his skin. 
 
    “Actually…” He looked to Temur and Mansukh, the owner of the general store. “Can the two of you help me?” 
 
    Both men came forward, and Jelmay instructed them to help lower Khamdo onto his stomach. He instructed them to lift his arm and put a pillow under it to give him extra space to breathe. Once the carpenter was in place, Jelmay unwrapped the bandage that covered his arrow wound.  
 
    “Let it breathe for a moment,” he said as he moved to the front of the table again. 
 
    Maral came through the front door with needles and a few spools of thread, startling everyone. She apologized and placed the items on the table, Jelmay thanking her as he glanced over the crowd, looking for an assistant. 
 
    Predictably, his eyes fell to Danzen.  
 
    “I’m going to need your help here, Pilgrim.” 
 
    Jelmay explained what he wanted Danzen to do as Zorya returned with a fresh flagon of ale. 
 
    Once they were ready, they started on Oktai, Jelmay making an incision under his arm. He reached into the pocket of his vest and retrieved the nozuchi teeth. As Danzen cleaned away some of the excess blood, Jelmay closed his eyes, placing a finger on the first tooth. 
 
    “Oktai, is that you?” 
 
    He shook his head and moved to the next tooth, asking the same question. 
 
    Once this was confirmed, Jelmay drenched the correct tooth in alcohol and placed it in Oktai’s open wound, ignoring the gasps from the people watching the procedure. 
 
    Oktai blinked his eyes open, his lungs filling with air. 
 
    As Danzen held him down, Jelmay worked quickly to sew up the incision. He then poured some of the alcohol onto a rag and cleaned it up. 
 
    “You two, stay with him,” he told Temur and Mansukh as he turned his attention to Khamdo. 
 
    The two men lifted Oktai’s table and moved it, giving Danzen and Jelmay more space to perform the same procedure on Khamdo. 
 
    “This one’s going to be a little bit trickier, but it shouldn’t be too bad,” Jelmay said as he examined the carpenter’s wound. He cleaned the blade of the small knife and ran it across the place where Nayaga’s arrow had struck Khamdo. 
 
    Once again, he doused the nozuchi tooth with alcohol before sticking it into the wound, Khamdo’s eyes opening almost immediately. Sarnai let out a yelp, and handed her baby to Maral as she came forward. 
 
    “Relax.” Danzen gently placed his hands on Khamdo, preventing the man from shaking. 
 
    “W-where…?” he started to ask. 
 
    “Relax,” Danzen said again, watching in anticipation as Jelmay sewed up the wound, which he then doused with the alcohol. 
 
    The blueness in Khamdo's shoulder and arm began to fade away almost immediately, the man able to transition to his side. He took in a deep breath, his eyes falling upon his wife. 
 
    It would have been a joyous moment. 
 
    An incredible celebration would have followed had there not been a disturbance at the back of the room. 
 
    Danzen, who had been focusing on the poison leaving Khamdo’s body, looked up as Norwin Dawa approached, the crowd parting around him. 
 
    “I’m glad to see that everyone is here,” said the assassin, a sinister grin taking shape on his face. “Now, you all can die together.”


 
   
  
 

 .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Not surprisingly, the first person to say something was Temur, who lifted his fists as he scowled at the newcomer. “You don’t know what you’re getting into,” he growled, only to be lashed across the face by one of Norwin Dawa’s enchanted bindings, Temur flying to the ground. 
 
    Not much had changed about the assassin’s appearance in the two years since Danzen had seen him. His head was shaved as always, and the scar that Danzen had given him that stretched above his ear to the back of his neck was still visible. Wrapped around his arms were the strips of fabric made by remnants of Sunyata, and as the crowd continued to part around him, the bindings grew in length. 
 
    “This doesn’t need to happen here,” said Danzen, his hand already on the hilt of his famed blade. “Let’s…” 
 
    “Doesn’t need to happen here?” Norwin Dawa took a look around the room. “These people are nothing more than cattle,” he said, which was something Danzen had heard him say before. “We are the wolves.” 
 
    “Then let’s take this somewhere else. Perhaps to the forest…” 
 
    “The forest? Do you know how long it took me to find you?” he seethed. “No, I’m afraid that this is going to happen here. It’s over. Whatever this is, is over. You are not one of them, and you are no longer one of us. You are nothing.” 
 
    Several thoughts raced through Danzen’s head as he stared his opponent down. He knew if he drew his blade that it would simply be batted away by Norwin’s bindings; he also knew that the assassin had no knowledge of the weapon on his back, his Blade of Darkness. But if he reached for it, Norwin would be able to respond before he withdrew the glaive. 
 
    He could tell everyone to run using his Demon Speak power, or he could command them to fight. Either way, most would die. 
 
    “They know what you are, right?” Norwin Dawa laughed. “Who you are…”  
 
    “Please, Norwin. Not here. We can settle this, but not here.” 
 
    “This should be beautiful,” the assassin said as he cracked his knuckles. “I can’t wait for them to see what happens next.” 
 
    A sharp pain bloomed within him, several of the people in the room gasping as a floating ghoul of a woman took shape behind Danzen. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Soko whispered as she withdrew her blade from Danzen’s lower back. 
 
    “Run!” Danzen cried, his vision tainted red. “Run!” 
 
    He instinctively flung his blade forward, which threw off Norwin’s trajectory for a split second.  
 
    Danzen swiveled to face Soko, portals opening up on the floor, people scrambling out of the way. Tables flipped over as Norwin’s bindings scissored through the room. Clawed hands appeared out of the portals, Norwin laughing maniacally as his bindings continued to wreak havoc. 
 
    Astra appeared in Danzen’s hand and he swung it at Soko, who pressed back, the tendrils of her cloak flying outward as she withdrew her blackened blade, which she had apparently retrieved from the river outside Tudan.  
 
    “Focus, Pilgrim!” cried Jelmay, who was now to Danzen’s left, his voice breaking through the madness. “You can’t let them die!” 
 
    Several of Danzen’s mangled hellspawns leaped toward Soko, the female assassin instantly engaging them, spinning as she cut the creatures away, as more crawled out of portals and lunged for her.  
 
    There would soon be more in the room than there were people.  
 
    Danzen withdrew his Blade of Darkness, a weapon in each hand as he instinctively spun, cutting through one of the demonic creatures just as it reached him. A few of the villagers were able to escape to the other side of the bar, others hiding behind tables, still scrambling to get free. 
 
    Danzen fell to a knee, feeling the wound caused by Soko’s blade. Everything was a blur until Jelmay appeared in front of them, the bakeneko still in the hermit’s form. 
 
    “You have to fight back, Pilgrim, you have to fight back!” Jelmay told him, his ears flitted back and his eyes burning with an intensity Danzen had rarely seen from the bakeneko. “This is going to seem strange considering what you will encounter in the future, but…” 
 
    Jelmay began to morph, his shoulders pressing back, muscles bulging from his shrunken form as white robes stretched across his chest, as red hair took shape, as his features sharpened. 
 
    “Let’s end this,” he said in a different voice now, one that was deeper, one fit for Danzen’s demon brother. Jelmay lunged forward with a punch that landed squarely in the throat of a sinewy demon who was just about to reach them. He cried out, and attacked another. 
 
    Seeing his friend in action ignited a flame within Danzen, the former assassin finally getting control over his emotions. 
 
    Ignoring his wound, which he knew would eventually heal anyway due to his power, he shot forward and loosed Astra in one direction while spinning his Blade of Darkness, the shadows in the room pooling to its tip as he sliced through several hellspawns. 
 
    One target at a time. 
 
    It didn’t take years of training for him to know that this was the only way to get control of this particular situation. The demons he could kill indiscriminately, but it was Norwin Dawa whom he would need to handle first, and then Soko. 
 
    Norwin locked eyes with Danzen and sent his bindings twisting forward, some of the remnant-enhanced fabric staying back to form an armor around his chest and waist. 
 
    Danzen hacked the tendrils away, utter rage boiling through him as he neared his opponent. He was just about to send his Blade of Darkness forward with a razor-sharp burst of shadow when he heard a familiar scream.  
 
    He had heard this scream before in the Asura Forest, when he had gone after Enkhmaa. 
 
    Danzen pressed back to get his bearings, the cry for help reaching his ears again. He looked to his left to see a partially broken table, Yeni and Enkhmaa with their backs to it, the two girls on the ground as a hellspawn with two sets of arms crawled toward them, the muscles on its back writhing and bulging. The demonic being was just reaching them and opening its jaws, its blackened tongue falling out of its mouth, when Danzen brought his Blade of Darkness down and sliced its body in half. 
 
    Enkhmaa looked up to him and darted toward him. She latched onto Danzen’s waist, Yeni soon doing the same, both girls hugging him. 
 
    He blinked twice, and looked around the room to see that most of the villagers were out now, that Temur was protecting Elder Sonders, the stocky man wielding a wooden stool, his face drenched in blood. Jelmay held his own, the shapeshifting yokai fighting demons dangerously close to Soko. 
 
    Not knowing where else to go, and sensing that Norwin Dawa would reach him soon, Danzen sent his power into his calves and thighs. He held the two girls tightly as he shot into the air still holding both his blades, the back of his neck and shoulders tearing through the ceiling. 
 
    Danzen landed on the rooftop, and dropped to the ground, the crumpled roof tile raining down around him as he shielded Yeni and Enkhmaa. 
 
    “Run,” he told the two. He released them and turned back to the entrance of the tavern, charging back in. 
 
    There was no other option now but to end this the exact same way it started, with Norwin Dawa. The assassin turned just in time to greet Danzen with a barrage of binding attacks, Danzen cutting them all down as he wielded both of his weapons with the fury he rarely exhibited.  
 
    To distract Norwin, Danzen sent his sword forward, Astra whistling through the air as Norwin moved to knock it down with his bindings. 
 
    The shadows extended from the tip of his Blade of Darkness as Danzen pivoted to the left to avoid a diving hellspawn. The shadow from his blade sprung forward, slicing Norwin’s arm off at the shoulder.  
 
    The assassin cried out; Danzen caught Astra by the hilt and loosed the sword again in his direction. Astra dug into Norwin’s throat, an arc of blood spritzing the air as the sword yanked itself back out. 
 
    Danzen sent forth the shadows at the tip of his Blade of Darkness, eviscerating Norwin Dawa, what was left of his body falling into a mess of viscera on the floor of the tavern. 
 
    A demon tackled Danzen, the monster’s jaw distending as it gnashed its teeth, its beady eyes filled with delight. 
 
    The hellspawn was blasted aside by a swell of purple energy, Danzen looking left to see Elder Sonders aiming his cane, power radiating around the handgrip, the jewel in the wolf’s mouth. As Temur stood by for support, the Elder blasted more of the hellspawns away, their bodies falling to the ground and eventually disintegrating. 
 
    Danzen rolled back to his feet and looked to the front of the room to see Soko in her white mask. He couldn’t see her eyes, but he knew that she was looking right at him.  
 
    He pointed his sword at her, Danzen starting to bare his teeth. 
 
    The woman melted away, the tendrils of her cloak sucking up into a ball and disappearing completely. 
 
    Even as he moved to engage more of the demons, Danzen realized that this was how she had appeared behind him. It was also how she had vanished back in Tudan before being trampled. 
 
    As he cut through monsters of his own creation, he noticed the portals starting to seal up. He also experienced something that he rarely felt, fatigue. 
 
    Danzen found it hard to stand once the room was cleared. He started to fall; Jelmay rushed over to him, once again in his bakeneko form. 
 
    “You’re injured,” he said, concern in his yellow eyes, his whiskers drooping as he helped Danzen stand. 
 
    “Must… Kill… Them all…” Danzen said, tasting blood.  
 
    The former assassin leaned on him, and as he did, Jelmay led him to the front entrance, past Elder Sonders and Temur, who looked utterly dazed, the whites of his eyes at odds with the crimson on his face. 
 
    “Pilgrim… wait!” Elder Sonders called after him. 
 
    “No…” Danzen whispered, shame coming to him as he felt the stares of the crowd gathered outside of the tavern. 
 
    Sudden movement on the roof next to the tavern caught his attention. Danzen glanced up to see a single demon trying to get away. He loosed his sword in its direction, his blade stabbing into the demon’s back. The creature rolled off the roof and onto the ground as Danzen’s weapon returned to his hand. 
 
    “My monastery…” he told Jelmay.  
 
    “That’s where we're heading, Pilgrim, just stay with me.” 
 
    “Are there more?” 
 
    “I don’t know…” 
 
    “We have to check. I…” 
 
    Calling forth his strength, Danzen leaped into the air and onto the rooftop where the demon had just been standing. He hunched over and pressed himself back to his feet, scanning the ground for any that may have escaped. 
 
    A weakness came over him, and as he took a step forward, he slipped, the former assassin tumbling down the rooftop. 
 
    He hit the ground and everything went dark. 
 
    “I’m fine…” Danzen told Jelmay as he appeared at his side. 
 
    “Come on…” The bakeneko helped him stand again. “Let’s get you out of here.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    They were about halfway to Danzen’s monastery when Jelmay stopped to catch his breath. “Whew! I’ve got to tell you, Pilgrim, when you said you released your demons, I did not think it would look like that. By the grace of Sunyata, that was utterly insane.” 
 
    Danzen pressed away from the bakeneko, a shaky hand going to his sword. He drew it, and pointed it at Jelmay, most of his face shrouded in darkness. 
 
    “Whoa…” Jelmay stumbled backward and fell, landing hard on the dirt. 
 
    Danzen heard something in the forest across from the road, something scurrying away. He glanced toward the noise, and then back to the yokai. 
 
    “You knew this was going to happen,” Danzen finally said, his lips curling. He was still experiencing pain, but it was starting to subside, his wound already in the process of healing up. “You even told me to bring my weapons. You knew.” 
 
    “I don’t think you understand how my power works.” Jelmay stood and dusted off his legs and his vest. “It’s the same reason I didn’t know your name, the same reason my predictions have been wrong so many times over the course of my lifetime. I get glimpses of the future, and the only glimpse I had was that there would be an attack at some point. I don’t know any of those people, those assassins. But the female one, she was close to you, I could sense that.” 
 
    Danzen nodded, his sword still drawn. 
 
    “I can’t describe how my ability works other than it operates through images that I then do my best to decipher. That and intuition. Like that woman assassin. I knew that she would cause you more trouble at some point, but I didn’t know when, and not until I saw her did the pieces connect. Do you think I would have put people’s lives at risk like that? Who knows if anyone was injured or not…” 
 
    “I can never go back there…” Danzen said as he lowered his blade. “Everyone knows what I am now. I’ve ruined the village.” 
 
    “It’s a big village…” 
 
    “Those people trusted me, some of them were my friends,” Danzen felt something well up in his throat. “No, this is it for me here in the valley. I’m leaving tomorrow morning.” With that, he sheathed his blade and turned to his monastery. 
 
    He walked faster than he normally did, Jelmay struggling to keep up with him. 
 
    “Pilgrim, we need to take a moment to think about this! You can’t just leave after something like that; you have friends now, and as strange as it sounds, this valley is where you are supposed to be.” 
 
    “This is not up for discussion.” 
 
    “Pilgrim…” 
 
    Danzen nearly fell forward as the pain once again blossomed within him.  
 
    He felt haggard all of a sudden, exhausted, overwhelmed through the combination of the attack and the emotions he was experiencing. He felt raw, like his skin had been removed and everyone could see what was inside of him, like he had been exposed for the fraud that he was. 
 
    The stranger who had shown up to town was a cold-blooded killer whose blood spawned demons. How could anyone ever befriend him after that? Who could ever care for or love someone like that? 
 
    No, he had to go. 
 
    With a grunt he continued forward into the night, ignoring the sounds all around him, not at all concerned if someone tried to kill him at that moment. 
 
    Danzen reached the bottom of the hill and looked up to his monastery. 
 
    “Pilgrim…” Jelmay said once he caught up with him, the bakeneko sucking in deep breaths. “Wait…” 
 
    Danzen ignored the bakeneko as he charged up the hill, each footstep taking more of his energy. He collapsed before he made it to the top, Yama reaching him immediately. The lion dog bit down onto Danzen’s robes and dragged him to the door. When this didn’t work, he got behind the former assassin and attempted to push him forward with his muzzle. 
 
    “We need you out here,” Jelmay said once he reached the door of the monastery. He opened it, and Kudzu appeared in a matter of seconds, confusion on her face as she saw Yama pushing and tugging at Danzen. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked as she reached Danzen, her snout just inches away from his face. Her nostrils flared wide and Kudzu took a step back. “Your blood…” 
 
    “It wasn’t pretty,” said Jelmay as he helped Danzen to his feet. 
 
    “I can stand on my own,” Danzen said, trying to push him away. 
 
    “Clearly, you can’t,” Jelmay told him. “Just let us help you.” 
 
    “What happened?” Kudzu asked again. 
 
    “I’ll catch you up in a second.” 
 
    Jelmay led Danzen into his monastery. He was eventually helped by Kudzu and Yama, the white fox pulling on the former assassin’s robes and the lion dog pushing from behind. They managed to get Danzen inside and on his back, where he lay uncomfortably across his Blade of Darkness. 
 
    Summoning what energy he had left, he sat up and removed the weapon, letting it fall to the side. Jelmay helped him take Astra off, Danzen eventually lying back down, his eyes fixed on the cracked frescoes above him, just a bit of moonlight making them visible. 
 
    “We should get you to your bed,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “No…” Danzen slowly turned his head to her. “I can rest here. I must leave in the morning. Thank you for all you have done.” 
 
    “Leave? Where would you go?” 
 
    “To the Brotherhood. I have to make sure nothing like this ever happens again.” 
 
    “Basically, we fixed the two guys who lost their souls and assassins showed up, two of them,” Jelmay explained. “One was…” 
 
    “Soko,” Danzen said, recalling the way that she floated there, the momentary hesitation that he could read on her face, even if she wore a white mask. 
 
    “Yeah, her. And another guy, a real pair of bull testicles, that one.” 
 
    “Norwin Dawa,” Danzen said.  
 
    Yama, who rarely entered the monastery, sat next to Danzen, the lion dog looking at him with concern and occasionally licking the sleeve of his robes with his stone tongue. 
 
    “Well, whatever his name was, you killed him. But the other one got away,” Jelmay explained. “So they came, and they unleashed his demons…” 
 
    “They did?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like that before, and hopefully, I never see anything like that again…” Jelmay launched into a brief explanation of how the portals opened up and demons clawed their way out. 
 
    “I’ve ruined everything,” Danzen said, cutting him off. “Tomorrow… I leave.” 
 
    “You need to rest,” Kudzu said, but her voice seemed far away now, an echo to it, as if she were calling to him from the opening of a well, Danzen trapped at the bottom. 
 
    “Sleep…” he whispered, and as the words left his lips a deep slumber came over him. 
 
    Danzen was suddenly back at the Diyu Brotherhood, standing at the base of the steps that led up to the buildings, several of which were carved into the steep rocks that formed Mount Laksh. He held both his weapons, his Blade of Darkness in one hand and Astra in the other. 
 
    Seeing the steps was the last thing he remembered before a swell of crimson blotted out the image, Danzen falling into a deep sleep. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen Ravja awoke with a gasp. He was in his bedroom in his monastery, no recollection of how he had arrived there.  
 
    He sat up and took a look around his room, calculating what he would need to bring with him. 
 
    He hadn’t come to the valley with much, and he would not be leaving with much either. His weapons, his masks, the field diary, kip, any of the robes he had that were still salvageable, and a few odds and ends to make his journey smooth were what he planned to carry with him. 
 
    Once his plans were settled, he started packing, Kudzu joining him as soon as she heard noise. 
 
    “You’re going?” 
 
    “I already told you I was.” 
 
    “I don’t think you should,” she said. “I… Jelmay said…” 
 
    “I don’t care about the cat's predictions,” Danzen told her, his voice raw, the former assassin already on the verge of using his Demon Speak ability whether or not it worked on her. 
 
    “Pilgrim…” 
 
    He ignored Kudzu as he grabbed his Blade of Darkness and equipped the sheath so he could strap it to his back. Astra was already at his side by this point, and there were only a few more things he needed to toss into the satchel and the burlap sack he planned to take with him before he could leave. 
 
    “Danzen.” 
 
    Hearing her say his name caused him to turn and look at the glimmering white fox, strands of his dark hair falling into his face.  
 
    Danzen felt alien in that moment, exposed, like he truly had fallen. 
 
    There was no way that the hellspawns he had unleashed hadn’t killed someone in the village. He would never be able to show his face there again, and would have to cut through the Asura Forest to reach Chutham, and move forward from there. 
 
    Or perhaps… 
 
    He was already close to where his demon father lived. Perhaps he would journey to Diyu and greet him in the only way he knew how. The odds of him slaying the demon who had played a part in creating him were very slim, but it was worth an attempt. 
 
    “Danzen,” Kudzu said again. “Please, listen to me. There’s something…” 
 
    “There’s nothing for me here,” he told her, his voice gaining an edge with each word until it spilled over into his Demon Speak ability. “Nothing.” 
 
    “Your power doesn’t work on me. But fine, if this is how you want it to end, leave. But before you go, I want you to see something.” Kudzu tilted her head toward the entrance of his monastery, a gesture for him to follow her. 
 
    Ready to be done with the conversation, Danzen stormed out of his room and headed to the right. He reached the door, and as he did, he noticed a tingling sensation, similar to the one he had felt just before Soko had surprised him on the rooftop in Tudan. 
 
    “What should I be expecting here?” 
 
    “You’ll have to see for yourself,” she told him. 
 
    “Is it Jelmay?” 
 
    “No, he’s at his home as far as I know, asleep. Open the door.” 
 
    Danzen swallowed hard.  
 
    He placed his hand on the doorknob and slowly started to open it.  
 
    He stopped, his limbs tingling as the blood rushed to his vital organs. 
 
    “Go on,” she told him, something slightly enchanting about Kudzu’s voice now. 
 
    Danzen opened the door to find Elder Sonders, the man balancing his weight on his powerful cane.  
 
    But it wasn’t just the Elder who stood there.  
 
    Khamdo and Sarnai were there with their baby, Leegan; Maral and Temur with their three boys; Pancha was on his horse and he was joined by Enkhmaa in her yellow robes; Yeni, Mansukh, and Uncle Gempachi stood near them in a group with Naran and Chuluun Sarten, who were joined by Oktai. Zorya the barmaid, Chuki from the lumberyard was there.  
 
    Others. 
 
    Danzen felt a wave of emotion move through him, this followed by fear as he took in more faces that he didn’t recognize, a crowd of at least thirty people gathered before him. 
 
    Not yet able to read the expression on the Elder’s face, he assumed they were there to arrest him in some way, or shout for him to leave. But as soon as he came to this conclusion, Danzen realized just how wrong it was, how tainted his thoughts were by the way he viewed himself. 
 
    “Pilgrim,” Elder Sonders said. “It has come to my attention that you were planning to leave the valley.” 
 
    The Elder’s tone was still ambiguous, Danzen once again moving to the first thought that he had, that something bad was about to happen. 
 
    “We, the people of the Third District of Suja Village, are here to thank you for what you have done. Not only that, we are here to implore you to stay. Please stay, Pilgrim.” 
 
    “Stay?” Danzen asked, his shoulders relaxing, the air leaving his lungs to the point that he felt himself bending over a little. 
 
    He did not recognize this emotion. 
 
    “Not only did you save Oktai and Khamdo,” said the Elder, “but you protected everyone last night when those assassins used their magic to bring demons to the village.” 
 
    Danzen felt a wave of elation until he saw the look in the Elder’s eyes, a look telling him that the man knew it wasn’t the assassins who had brought the hellspawns. But Elder Sonders' cold gaze didn’t match his voice as he said, “You saved us all, and for that, you are now one of us. So if you decide to leave, just know that you go back into the world as a Suja Villager, someone with friends and family back in the valley. From the bottom of my heart, and the hearts of all of those gathered, thank you for what you have done.” 
 
    Danzen saw Sarnai wipe a tear away as he tuned back into the Elder’s voice. 
 
    “And because no one died last night, and we should all thank whatever is left of Sunyata for our luck, we’re going to have a picnic.” 
 
    “A picnic? Where?” Danzen asked, his voice suddenly strained. 
 
    “Here.” Elder Sonders stepped to the side, Danzen seeing that there were blankets spread out on the ground, that the villagers had all brought food. There was even a blanket draped over Yama, who, true to his nature, was seated on his pedestal, motionless.  
 
    “Here?” Danzen whispered. 
 
    “Will you join us? Will you break bread with us as we celebrate our lives?” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “You can make your decision later in regards to leaving the valley,” the Elder said as Kudzu trotted past Danzen. She took a seat next to the elderly statesman, beaming up at Danzen with pride. “But for now, we should feast, and celebrate our good fortune. Who here would like a feast?” 
 
    The crowd cheered, no one noticing a three-legged raven perched on the rooftop of the monastery. Once Danzen joined the villagers’ ranks, Enkhmaa running to hug him, the raven took to the sky. 
 
    It was time to report. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The end. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    
 
      
 
      
 
    In order to thank you for your reviews, I have a limited number of Pilgrim concept art postcards available.  
 
    It’s very easy to get one, but when they’re gone, they’re gone for good. Review Pilgrim, and either send me an email (writer.harmoncooper@gmail.com) with your review, or a screen shot on Facebook along with your US address. 
 
    Once you have done so, I’ll sign a postcard, scribble a message, and send it to you as thanks.  
 
    These are extremely limited post cards. The goal is to get Pilgrim past 100 reviews as soon as possible because it helps with the book’s visibility and longevity. I love writing this series, and I’d really like to see it go on for a while. Your reviews will help it get there. Thanks! 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 .Back of the book. 
 
      
 
    If you haven’t already taken a moment to do so, please review Pilgrim Book One. It is the best way to show your support for this series and encourage me to get the second book out pronto.  
 
    To learn more about yokai, visit yokai.com. The author who runs this page also draws the yokai and has published several books, which I’ve used for research for Pilgrim. 
 
    Here are some other ways to support my books: 
 
    1)    Join the Proxima Galaxy on Facebook where I look for ARC (advanced Review Copy) readers and give away audiobooks  
 
    2)    Join the Harmon Cooper mailing list. 
 
    3)    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 thirty books. Here are some of the highlights! 
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    A man becomes the grim reaper and introduces game mechanics to the role. Now an award-winning audiobook! 
 
      
 
    https://geni.us/DeathsMantle 
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    My first cultivation novel about a monk, a bird, and a drifter from Massachusetts karmically fighting their way through a world based on Bhutanese, Mongolian, and Tibetan landscapes and literature.  
 
      
 
    https://geni.us/Way-of-the-Immortals 
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    What if Ready Player One was a multi-part epic? Gritty LitRPG action, gamer humor, fantastic fantasy worlds, and a killer main character. 
 
      
 
    https://geni.us/TheLoop 
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    If you love dark fantasy, RPGs, Punisher, or Mad Max, you'll love this powerful LitRPG trilogy about a Player Killer and his wolf companion. 
 
    https://geni.us/LastWarrior 
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