
[image: cover]


1. The Adoration of Everything

Author’s Note:
      “When this body contained a spirit, a kingdom was too small to hold it; now, two paces of the vilest earth is room enough.”

– William Shakespeare

Henry IV, Part 1, Act 5, Scene 4.

    


    
    Kujou Sara does, regrettably, not care for him.

Well, she does care about a few things, Heizou reasons, such as his whereabouts, and whether or not he’s bringing in the desired results through his work. Either way… no, he cannot imagine himself sitting down for tea with the woman – the occasion would most likely end with her pouring boiling water into his lap.

So, blame him if he can’t help but crack a grin, can’t help but raise his brows, at the sight of her kneeled onto a cushion, pouring tea oh-so-delicately for their dearest Shogun and Guuji Yae.

A deep pink blossoms onto her cheeks, and she stands abruptly, rattling the ceramic cups upon the low table. She’s still dressed in her work gear, the Kujou clan’s symbol woven into nearly every square inch of fabric. It wouldn’t surprise him if she had originally come to the Shogun to deliver news, only for Guuji Yae to cajole her into their little tea party instead.

“The insolence,” she growls, and stomps toward him. “You dare bother Her Excellency and Lady Guuji, during what precious little time they have off, with something so— so frivolous!”

Nope, they would probably never be friends.

“Actually,” begins Heizou, a huff of laughter escaping his lips at the sight of his superior officer’s frazzled state, “this frivolous matter was meant for your ears only. I can’t help it if their ears were close by.”

By this point, Kujou Sara’s head is pink like a raspberry, her ears steaming like a whistling kettle.

“You know, I’m not sure I caught exactly what you just told us.” Guuji Yae leans forward, elbows resting upon the table and a mischievous twinkle playing in her eye. “Would you mind repeating it, dear?”

Heizou steels himself, just in case Kujou Sara flies across the table to throttle him.

“I am hereby announcing my extended leave from the Tenryou Commission.”

“Oh, so I did hear it right the first time,” chuckles Guuji Yae. She rests her head on her interlocked fingers, smile ever-present on her lips. “Sit down, Sara, dear. Allow the officer to further explain himself.”

Kujou Sara, for her part, does not sit back down. She tightens the clench of her hands and, through gritted teeth, says: “I think I’ll stand.”

“Doushin Shikanoin, is it?”

The Shogun rises from her cushion with a grace unlike any other woman in Inazuma – refined, composed, but with an underlying strength that can steal the words right from your tongue. Now, with only a low table and an array of tea cups and desserts separating the two of them, he understands how the Gods can strike fear in the hearts of mortal men.

The Shogun doesn’t seem to think of it this way, though. Then again, he likes to believe himself to be a natural at schooling his face.

“Please, enlighten us,” the Shogun continues, “what is it you hope to accomplish with this—” a beat of silence, as if her next words are uncommon to her, “—extended leave?”

“Of course, if my superior allows it,” Heizou motions toward Sara, “I would appreciate to be granted leave to travel across the sea to the mainland, to deepen my understanding of law and order in other countries, and become a better detective through my experiences.”

She seems to mull over his words for a minute, then gives a slight nod. “I see. And how many lands would you like to visit?”

“All, if possible,” Heizou answers.

Silence reigns for a beat. All he can hear is the wind weaving through the blossoms above, and the crash of waves upon the shore, far below. The Shogun’s gaze wanders, finding a sudden interest in the pavers of the secluded pavilion. Kujou Sara attempts to burn a hole through his skull with her glare alone.

“Well, I think it’s a splendid idea,” says Guuji Yae, clapping her hands together, and turns to the Archon. “You’ll bless his travels, won’t you?”

Startled out of her thoughts, the Shogun nods decisively, and from the glance shared between the two, Heizou has an inkling there is more hidden within that statement – something only they are privy to, not him.

Her Eternal Excellency, wielder of the blade that splits mountains in twain, conjuror of storms and She who retains the flower’s bloom and the tree’s growth, folds her hand before her chest – and smiles, the slightest incline of her lips’ corners.

“Naturally. I bid you safe travels, Doushin Shikanoin.”

With a bow given towards the Archon and Guuji Yae, Heizou leaves the pavilion without another word and descends the steps at a leisurely pace.

…

Three, two, one—

“Shikanoin!”

—there it is.

Kujou Sara storms after him, thundering down the staircase as if she’s never once feared the chance of slipping and falling twenty feet down. Remarkable, if somewhat frightening.

She catches up to him, her face taut with fury, scowl sour enough to curdle milk – really, he wishes he had brought a kamera with him.

“You— you—!” she seethes, inches away from snatching him by the collar and shaking him around like a rag doll. “You sought me out on purpose! You knew that conversation would’ve gone differently had it been just the two of us!”

Oh, he doesn’t just know, he can imagine it – standing in Kujou Sara’s dark, cramped office, with her barely paying attention to his plight, and slapping him upside the head with a firm ‘no’ the moment his words have completed falling on deaf ears.

“I have no idea what you mean, General,” he says, and oh, delights in the way her facial expression contorts into rage before his very eyes. She clenches her teeth, flares her nostrils, takes a laboured breath – and then, miraculously, the tenseness to her brow smooths out.

“Fine, then,” she forces out. “Fine! Just answer me this, Shikanoin: you weren’t telling the whole truth back there – I could tell. We all could.” She crosses her arms, turning up her nose at him. “Her Excellency and Lady Guuji might be okay with humouring you, but I’m not. So, the truth. Now.”

… The truth?

Really, there’s not much to say – at least, not if he desires for the esteemed general, Madam Kujou Sara, to punt him halfway across Narukami upon hearing he plans to investigate her boss, of all people – and her boss’ fellow Archons.

She has met the traveller (and Paimon, by extension) too. Did their tales not captivate her? Do they not occupy her dreams?

A land where the Archon drops dead from the sky – another, where the Archon hasn’t shown his face in centuries.

And, not to mention, an island chain shrouded in thunderstorms for half a decade, until the Archon decides, from one moment to another, to upend everything she had worked tirelessly to set in place.

It doesn’t make sense. None of it does.

And he’s not one to let a good mystery lie dormant. If others are so inclined to let the inexplicable pass them by without a second glance – fine. But he’s not like that. Far from it.

Already, he has passed on what little open cases he has left to his fellow officers – elementary cases, really. A missing cat here, a common thief there. He mostly took them on to bide his time, since crime rates dropped significantly, now that the Tenryou commission can busy themselves with keeping the peace instead of pestering and plaguing its own citizens.

Briefly, he thinks of his cousin at the top of Narukami’s tallest mountain, and how she might enjoy taking a brief break from hearing of his antics. And now that he and Sango have finally, ever so slowly, begun to mend the bridge they had burned, she no longer has to waste so much paper on writing to the police office, condemning him and all his actions.

… Really, he’s doing all of Inazuma a favour by leaving for the foreseeable future.

…

Instead of voicing all this, he instead turns to Sara, forcing his lips to curve into an easy smile.

“I’ve already said all I wanted to say, really.” He links his arms behind his head. “And here I was, thinking you’d be pleased that I’d no longer be in your hair. Aww,” he coos, “are you worried you’re going to miss little ol’ me?”

“Unlikely.”

Though a strange thing to might miss, Heizou briefly wonders if he’ll miss the general’s curtness and sour demeanour. After all, he never feels quite as driven to solve a case as when something, whether the trail of clues or a person, is pushing back against him.

“In any case, your current case files—”

“—have all been distributed among my fellow doushin, and are nothing they can’t handle.” He can’t help but roll his eyes. “Seriously, a toddler could take care of it. I promise you, I am leaving no case of import open.”

For such a stoic woman, she is remarkably easy to read. There is a pinch to her brow, and she rolls her bottom lip between her teeth, no doubt scouring her mind for anything to say that might keep him here – but finally, she relents.

“… Alright.”

“Alright,” Heizou echoes. “My boat leaves tomorrow evening. If there’s something urgent you absolutely need me for, just send a messenger.”

He waits for a beat, but she says nothing more, only stares after him as he leaves the palace grounds.

The next day, he packs little of his belongings, hoping to travel light. Only the necessities disappear into his sack, and the morning moves along at a snail’s pace. After lunch, he locks up his house and leaves a spare set of keys with his next-door neighbour. Despite her age, she’s a sprightly woman, and sends him off with a pat on the arm and a package of prawn crackers for the road to Ritou.

But from Kujou Sara, he gets nothing.

No messenger.

No last-minute case.

…

No goodbye.

~

He reaches Ritou as the sun makes its slow descent toward the horizon. Dusk may still be an hour or two away, but Heizou makes a stop at a takoyaki stand for an early supper nonetheless.

With his food in hand, he takes a seat upon a nearby ledge to enjoy the breeze, the food, and to appreciate his last minutes in Inazuma – for however long, he doesn’t know yet.

… Just as he expected, fur brushes against his shins not even seconds after sitting down. He looks to his feet to find a cluster of cats, meowing oh-so-sweetly and standing on two paws against his knees.

Ah, what the heck.

He bites delicately in every second takoyaki ball, tearing it apart with his teeth to pry out the diced octopus inside, and laughs as they tear the offered food out of his hand. To his surprise, one cat comes back just as he’s about to get up and move on. White, wispy fur, and the bluest eyes – she bumps into his hand again and again, purring as if begging him to stay.

Sadly, he cannot – so with a pat on the head and a scratch behind the ears given, he goes on his way again.

As he moves down to the docks, people of all shapes and sizes and all walks of life mill around him. He watches them from the corner of his eye as they go about their lives. For the first time today, he can appreciate the fact that he doesn’t have to wear his work clothes for the foreseeable future, with the Tenryou commission’s symbol front and centre. With his plain yukata and dendrobium-patterned haori, he blends in remarkably well.

Just another face in the crowd. It’ll help with his oncoming investigations, that’s for sure. No need to cause a nationwide panic just because he plans to dig an Archon back out of their grave, no sir.

Near the very end of the docks, Heizou catches a flash of purple and burgundy – that must be her.

Captain Beidou. Scourge of the seas and local authorities, slayer of the leviathan Haishan, a woman who can drink the saltiest sea dogs under the table – and the only captain willing to take him aboard her ship on such short notice.

She busies herself with giving direction to her crew, passing cargo crates to the adults and linen sacks to the older kids, all the while keeping up the chatter with a shorter man beside her.

With a start, he realizes that man is the heir to the Kaedehara clan. Oh, how he wishes he still had grounds to arrest the man on – a black mark on his otherwise spotless record.

Unwilling to let such revelations deter him, he marches onward with his pack slung over his shoulder, the dock creaking with every step he takes.

It’s Beidou who notices him first. She slams a hand on a barrel to her side, using the other to beckon him forward. Her sun-kissed skin glistens with a sheen of sweat, though she barely seems to notice.

“There’s our little passenger!” she calls out to him, beaming.

At that, Kaedehara turns as well to greet him. To Heizou’s surprise, there’s a cat wrapped in his scarf – white, wispy fur, and very familiar blue eyes. She’s still licking her lips from the takoyaki filling he shared with her earlier, believing her to be a street cat.

“I’m not that little,” he attempts to defend himself, but upon nearing, he finds himself to be shorter than Kaedehara, even while wearing his sandals. Damn it all.

Beidou laughs and smacks him on the back, nearly sending him toppling forward. “I’m glad you could make it in time. You’ll liven up the boat, I’m sure. Oh, how rude of me! Lemme introduce you two. This is—”

“Kaedehara Kazuha. Yes, I’m aware,” Heizou says. “My superior wanted your head on a platter for the past two years.” Before the ronin can interject, Heizou continues. “Doushin Shikanoin. But, seeing as how I’m on leave, just Heizou will do.”

Realization flashes across Kaedehara’s face. “Ah, that’s where I know you from. If that’s the case, then please, feel free to call me by my first name, too.”

The cat in Kazuha’s scarf chooses that moment to stretch itself out, yawning so wide Heizou can see all the way down its throat – and lodges a claw into Heizou’s sleeve. With a frown, he attempts to dislodge the claw from his haori, with little success.

Kazuha, on the other hand, merely gives a laugh, and helps pry the cat’s claw from the fabric. Briefly, their fingers brush against one another, and Heizou can feel the callouses on the other’s hand – not something he’d have expected from someone who spends his days thinking of poems, napping in the shade of trees, and skirting around the law. They’re warm, too. Warmer than his own.

…

Heizou decides to linger on it no longer.

“It seems you have Tama’s stamp of approval,” the ronin muses.

“Yeah,” Heizou huffs out, deliberately avoiding the man’s gaze, “sure.”

Beidou gives Tama a scratch behind the ears, then plants her hands on her waist. “Well, we’re just about ready to set sail, then.” She bends down to pick up a smaller crate by her feet, and—

—Heizou just barely manages to keep his balance as she unceremoniously drops it into his arms, and gracious Archons, he knew she was strong, but those biceps could pop his head like a grape. Remind him to never gain this lady’s ire.

“If you don’t work, you don’t eat!” She passes a linen sack to Kazuha, then picks up a crate twice the size Heizou is holding. “Hop to it, detective!”

They fall in line with Heizou bringing up the rear, and he can’t help but liken himself to a newborn fawn, the way he’s stumbling beneath the crate’s weight as it tries desperately to slip from his grasp.

Once they’re aboard, Beidou releases him from his misery and takes over the crate, carrying it towards the cargo hold as if it weighs nothing to her.

Tama, the little beggar, jumps from Kazuha’s scarf and trots off down the deck. The ronin doesn’t chase her. Instead, he raises a hand to the sky, palm facing upward and fingers spread. Though he himself is attuned to the wind also, it appears Kazuha’s connection to it surpasses his own. The ronin stands there for a moment, merely feeling the wind weave through his fingers.

Other members of the crew mill about, sparing them no mind as they go about their duties. As time moves on around them, the world falls silent in their little bubble.

“A good day for sailing,” he muses. “May this Eastern wind grace us for the entire journey home.”

But you were born in Inazuma, Heizou thinks. We both were.

Luckily, Kazuha cannot read minds. He turns to Heizou, and with an incline of his head, says: “Come. Let me show you to your hammock.”

…

The rest of the day passes remarkably well.

He livens up the boat, just like Beidou had told him he’d do – and he doesn’t even have to try. The crew members, upon their breaks, flock to him for stories of mysteries he’s solved and cases he’s closed. Their kids (teens, really – the youngest is nearly eleven years of age) are practically glued to his legs, and by dinnertime, he has most everyone hanging onto his every word as he recalls some good tales – mildly embellished, of course, if only so he can draw out those ‘ooh’s’ and ‘aah’s’ from the starry-eyed children.

Once the moon is high in the sky, lanterns have been lit, and everyone below the drinking age has gone to bed, a cask of rum is brought above deck. While the crew makes merry, Heizou stands off to the side, watching as they down tankard after tankard.

—The deck creaks to his right, and it’s Kazuha, a small bottle of sake in his hands. The ronin takes the first sip, then passes the bottle to Heizou.

The sake tingles upon his tongue, leaving a fruity aftertaste, and he savours it. His gaze glides across the deck, where some of the crew have thrown their arms across each other’s backs and have begun to sing a horribly out-of-tune shanty – but they’re laughing, all of them, and Beidou loudest of all.

He doesn’t savour the sake. Desperately, he tries to savour something else.

… The next day passes much the same. He shares tales with the crew, and by noon, Beidou asks him to climb up to the crow’s nest where Kazuha has stationed himself, to drag the ronin down to lunch.

With the wind in his back and anemo at his fingertips, Heizou scales the ropes easily. At the very top, the chatter on the deck has fallen silent. Kazuha does not lift his gaze from the horizon to greet him.

“There’s a storm brewing,” says Kazuha, barely acknowledging the other’s presence.

Heizou pulls himself up to the crow’s nest fully, feet steady upon the ropes below, and looks across the ocean ahead, where there’s barely a cloud in the sky.

“Well, Beidou will want to know, certainly.” Kazuha hums in response, yet makes no effort to go down. “Also, we’re having salt-braised skipjack for lunch.”

Within an instant, Kazuha clambers down the ropes like a madman and jumps down to the deck when he’s still twenty feet up in the sails, using a gust of anemo to cushion his fall. Much like a cat, he lands upon the wood with both feet.

Heizou follows after him, unable to stop himself from laughing and giving a shake of his head.

And, true to Kazuha’s word, it storms that night. It’s too large a cloud for them to pass by, so they must go through. Beidou rallies the crew when the first drops of rain hit the prow, and asks Heizou if he can be on standby, just in case.

What starts out as a light patter quickly escalates into a full-blown gale, though Heizou has reason to believe it’s not the worst the Alcor has ever faced. There are no waves the size of mountains, and no giant squids or hydras breaching the ocean’s surface.

Still, he hates to just sit inside and wait, so he goes out into the storm. The rain pounds against his body as if it was hail, and the wind rocks the ship back and forth relentlessly. He’s quickly taken under a senior crewmate’s wing, and they pull on ropes until his hands are rubbed raw.

Beidou has an iron grip upon the helm, and as they pass her, she shouts: “Looks like someone doesn’t want you to leave Inazuma, little guy!”

Yeah, Heizou thinks, or someone wants to keep me out of Liyue.

After what feels like aeons, the gale quiets and the rain softens until he can barely feel it hit his arms – he feels only the cold.

Kazuha appears by his side, looking just as drenched as Heizou feels. With a hand upon his arm, Kazuha leads them both inside the ship, toward the tiny room with the rough hammock Heizou got to claim for his own. Empty baskets of all shapes and sizes are pushed off to the side, making it clear that after he sets foot on Liyuan shores, the room will be returned to its original purpose of being a supply closet.

The ronin disappears for a moment before returning with towels, a roll of gauze, a small bottle with a clear fluid, and an embroidered cloth.

He takes a seat against the wall, right next to Heizou, then wordlessly takes his left hand. Kazuha folds the cloth once, twice, holds it tightly to the bottle’s neck as he turns it upside-down then right-side up, and delicately dabs at Heizou’s palm. A hiss escapes his lips at the touch – rubbing alcohol.

“Hauling cargo is one thing,” says Kazuha, barely louder than the rain outside, “but you mustn’t push yourself beyond your limits.”

It would be a lie to say Heizou didn’t want to defend himself, say that he’s faced bigger trials out in the field, just doing his job – but he left his uniform folded upon his bed, and his jitte now does little more than collect dust in the police headquarters’ storage room. To help people in need is his job no longer, but it is his duty, still.

Then again, Kazuha seems earnest, and worry pinches his brow, so he relents, and unclenches his hand.

“Ah, well, sitting still has never really been my style.”

Kazuha must know it is a jab at him, certainly, but he cracks a smile, and presses the cloth down harder in retaliation – enjoying watching him squirm, most likely. “You’d be surprised how much the world can tell you if you sit and listen. The answers will come to you, instead of you having to go to the answers.”

“Funny, I don’t see you wearing a doushin’s uniform.”

“Well,” Kazuha looks up at him, now, those ruby-red eyes striking in the moonlight – silencing him without any effort, “neither are you, now.”

A lull falls between them. It squeezes the air right out of Heizou’s throat.

“The captain had told me we would receive a stowaway on our journey to Liyue,” begins Kazuha, looking at him no longer, but busying himself with wrapping gauze around Heizou’s hand. “Those who travel for business rarely dress themselves to blend in, so… a holiday, then, I thought. You told us much the same.” He secures the gauze, then moves on to the other hand. The alcohol-soaked cloth hovers above the raw skin on his right palm—

“But you don’t seem the type to take a vacation, detective.”

—and he presses it down ruthlessly. Heizou winces, biting his bottom lip to stop the hiss behind his teeth.

“Well,” Heizou says, huffing a laugh through the alcohol’s sting, “give this man a badge and a cold case.”

Kazuha, for his part, doesn’t take the bait. Those perceptive eyes see right through him. Heizou briefly entertains the idea of jumping off the ship and swimming the rest of the way to Liyue.

But Heizou knows Kazuha means well. In the brief time they’ve spent together, he’s come to see that love shapes the ronin’s every last action: how he communes with the wind, listens to the roaming beasts, and bonds with the people – the adoration of everything.

So, perhaps that’s why Heizou doesn’t mind to share, this time.

“Fine,” he says, “alright. You win.” He takes another deep breath, and pointedly fixes his gaze upon his bandaged palm. “I plan to investigate the Archons. More specifically, I wish to uncover the truth behind Rex Lapis’ death. After that, I think I’ll move on to Mondstadt, then Sumeru, and so on.”

Kazuha says nothing for a moment. Then, he asks: “Why not start in your home country?”

Because he hopes that, through investigating the other Archons first, it might shine a light on the Raiden Shogun’s actions. By solving the puzzles her fellow Gods have left behind, he hopes to gain a better understanding of Her Eternal Excellency – well, that, and because it’s nigh impossible to find clues with Kujou Sara breathing down his neck and the ever-present threat of Guuji Yae around every corner. If he can leave, then return upon a later date without either of them aware, it’ll certainly make his investigation go smoother.

But, since that’s a mouthful, Heizou shrugs, settling on something else.

“It’s already been quite some time since the last Rite of Descension – don’t want the trail to go any colder.”

“I see.”

Kazuha finishes up his work, and Heizou stares at his freshly-bandaged hands. His first souvenir of a long journey.

“I don’t usually take on cases like this,” Heizou admits, and the mere act feels like he’s wringing out his insides like a wet rag – but still, he persists. “My field of expertise is organized crime. Murder cases. Stories that are sure to have a definite ending, whether good or bad. I guess it… unnerves me, to not know what I will find.”

Dawn breaks outside the window, and golden light spills into the little supply closet.

Gently, Kazuha takes his hand, successfully drawing Heizou’s gaze to him.

“Well… whatever the case may be,” Kazuha says, softer than he’s ever heard before, “whatever you end up discovering—”

A voice, muffled, yells from the helm – Liyue on the horizon. The end of their journey approaches, and so does the start of Heizou’s.

“—I hope it is what you’re looking for.”

  



2. A Second Heartbeat

Notes for the Chapter:arc 1: Liyue.




    
    Though dried off and wearing a fresh set of clothes, the morning chill wraps itself around Heizou nonetheless. It slips down his collar as he’s shepherded onto a smaller boat, slithers around his ankles as they fare to Liyue Harbor – he breathes in deep. The icy cold settles deep within his lungs, biting as it travels down his windpipe, and dragging its nails at the exhale.

As the wind pushes them closer and closer to the capital, the Alcor, moored by Guyun Stone Forest, shrinks until he can blot out the vessel with the tip of his thumb.

The boat he’s in is more wares and cargo than man – a small portion of the Crux’s accumulated bounty has been brought along to sell in the harbour. All the other treasures would be brought along later – first, they would need most hands on deck to fix any damage the fleet may have sustained during the storm.

Heizou says nothing to the few crewmates with him, and they say nothing to him. Weary, drowsy-eyed, they lean against one another, allowing the rolling waves to lull them to sleep.

It’s been over a day since he last got some shut-eye, too – but he can’t. Not now. Liyue Harbor beckons him – a pull that thrums in his veins like a second heartbeat. Restlessness tingles at his fingertips, and he knows there is only one way to quell it.

“Really?” he hears Kazuha’s voice from his side, hushed so as not to wake those who have fallen asleep. “Am I not good enough?”

A furry head nudges against his elbow, and before he can fully register Kazuha was talking to his cat, not him, Tama has already crossed over from Kazuha’s lap to his own. She pats down his yukata, fabric catching in her claws, before she sinks through her knees and curls up in his lap, satisfied with her new seat.

“It’s like you said,” Heizou shrugs, “I have her mark of approval.” He goes to scratch her below the chin and, with a small surge of pride, sees her lean into the touch.

Kazuha crosses his arms, directing his gaze back out to sea and— is that a hint of jealousy in the ronin’s voice? “That you have.”

They sit in amicable silence for a bit – then, Heizou feels eyes on him, and catches Kazuha looking at him from the corner of his eye, a smirk on his lips.

“Would you like to borrow my lint brush?”

Not even a minute after Tama crossed over, she’s already managed to cover him in an ocean of hair. She gives a dissatisfied meow when Heizou plucks her from his lap and, like a madman, starts wiping down the clean pair of hakama pants he’d tucked into his boots that morning.

At the sight of his misfortune, Kazuha merely gives a soft laugh. His eyes crinkle at the corners.

Heizou can’t find it in himself to say anything – for the soft-spoken ronin, it may very well be a rare occurrence, to hear him laugh so freely.

So, with all the care in the world, he tucks the sound away. A memory for later – to what end, he doesn’t know. Perhaps it doesn’t matter.

Upon docking, they clamber out of the boat and ascend the stairs up to Chihu Rock together, Tama hot at their heels.

“I have some business to take care of,” Kazuha says, looking apologetic – for ditching him in an unfamiliar city, most likely. Completely unnecessary, Heizou thinks: finding his way in an area unknown to him is a skill he’s honed over the years. “For now, I must bid you farewell. Though I hope to see you again soon.”

“Yeah,” shrugs Heizou, gaze wandering away from the ronin’s – he’s been looking for much too long. “Same here.”

Kazuha bows slightly. Tama gives one last rub against his legs, and then both ronin and cat disappear down a little-used alley. People mill about, barely acknowledging the two’s departure, as if they were ghosts in broad daylight.

… Right, then. Down to business.

Before anything, Heizou looks at his surroundings, and most prominent is the delicious smell that fills his nostrils – freshly-caught fish, roasting on the grill with herbs and spices. A welcoming, comforting bustle paints every corner of Chihu Rock. He hears the shrill cry of vendors down the street, peddling their wares to any and all who appear interested.

He lets his feet lead him down the street, to a small plaza with a koi pond in the middle. A horde of kids nearly bowls him over as he emerges onto the street, all laughing and chasing a ball like their lives depend on it. On verandas, tea is served and stories are told, and the elderly sit on the steps to their houses, conversing amicably in both the common tongue and the Liyuan language.

Some kind ladies point him in the direction of an inn towards the northern part of town, with rooms that overlook the ocean, named Baiju Guesthouse. Though it has its fair share of luxurious rooms, there are many quaint, simpler rooms as well, with just a bed, a closet, and a nightstand taking up most of the space, and a small door that leads to a water closet.

He doesn’t need much more, really. Hastily, he deposits his sack upon the bed’s linens, locks up, and takes to the streets.

Now, it begins.

As Heizou scales the steps to Feiyun Slope, he ponders what his first move should be. It’s undeniable that there are official documents penned of what happened that day. From what he’s heard, the last Rite of Descension had been a whirlwind of shock and uncertainty. The Heavens had broken – and where once the God of Contracts would descend to grace the people of Liyue with his presence, this time around, he fell into a heap of limbs and scales, as if all life had been sucked out of him.

But, to march up to the Ministry of Civil Affairs and request to be shown all Millelith reports, all eyewitness accounts, and everything and anything regarding that day… any trust anyone would have in him would dissipate – and, being a foreigner, he already doesn’t have a lot to spare. His gaze wanders to the arches and lanterns of Feiyun Slope, but he cannot appreciate their beauty. There are eyes upon his back, and whispered words reach his ears.

… He supposes it is more commonplace to see a merchant from Fontaine in the streets, or a Shneznayan. Though he is not ashamed to be from Inazuma, not in the slightest, still… it must be a rare occurrence for someone like him to walk these streets.

If that’s the case, he must be even more careful not to gain the nation’s suspicion, and one surefire way to do that would be to re-open the case – and thus, the wounds of that fateful day. A setback, to be sure, but not one that he’ll allow to deter him. It just means he has to work a little harder.

Leaving Feiyun Slope behind, Heizou walks further north toward Yujing Terrace, allowing himself a brief respite by the pond to admire the lotus flowers. Beneath the sun’s glimmer upon the water, an almost childlike joy surges in his chest upon spotting the orange-dappled fins of koi, merrily swimming along, dancing around the lotus stems.

He reaches the walls surrounding Yiyan Temple shortly after. Through the moon gate, surrounded by banners in gold and black, stands a censer larger than he’s ever seen before. Thin wisps of smoke drift from it. In one of the censer’s crooks, someone has tucked a bundle of glaze lilies, their buds closed and speckled with morning dew.

With a short bow to the guards on either side, he steps through the gate, attention fixed on the censer, and—

—he clutches at his mouth, nausea settling deep within his throat.

His second heartbeat returns without warning.

The area teems with geo energy. He feels it in every tendril, every vein, and nearly hurls at the sensation. While not as attuned to elemental energy as others, he chalks his visceral reaction up to his being in possession of an anemo vision. Unmoving earth and ever-flowing air – you can’t have two things more dissimilar.

From the corner of his eye, an elderly couple looks at him, concern evident in their gazes. Heizou presses his hands upon his chest, willing himself to breathe slowly, and pointedly avoids their eyes while he steers clear of the middle censer and investigates the surrounding area.

Other than the lingering energy, there really isn’t much else of note. Any sign of the Archon’s fall from the heavens seems to have been expertly mended – there aren’t even cracks in the pavers.

Slightly miffed that he didn’t find more, he gives the grand censer a wide berth, and wanders back down to the city.

His nose takes him back to Chihu Rock, where he moves between different food stalls and restaurants for some time before deciding on one.

‘Wanmin restaurant,’ reads the sign by the door.

Though the breadth of unfamiliar dishes on the menu board is a little overwhelming, he eventually settles on a dish with rice and seafood. Best not to get too adventurous on his first day here.

Most of the restaurant’s seating is outside, but there are a few tables and chairs inside, too. Heizou moves to a quieter corner of the restaurant where he can eat (and think of his next course of action) in relative peace.

His food arrives minutes later, but he’s too late to acknowledge the waitress, too wrapped up in his own mind as he is.

Technically, he could still draft a letter to the ministry requesting access to their documents – being a moderately important figure in Inazuma’s law enforcement might be able to give him an edge. He can’t surely be the only one on the entire continent who might want to read those files. But an invoice like that will take weeks, if not months to process.

Then again, would the Liyue Qixing even humor request such as this? Though it’s been half a year since the Rite of Descension, Heizou reckons the wounds of that day are far from healed. Rex Lapis was a prominent figure in the birth of Liyue. He was revered – he was beloved.

For a tremulous second, he wonders why he even bothered to come here.

…

“Um,” comes a voice from his side, hesitant, “you okay?”

Blinking back to reality, Heizou looks up from his plate and into the eyes of a girl – a year or three, maybe four younger than him. She balances a tray of empty drink glasses in one hand and a stack of bowls and plates in the other. He briefly wonders what might’ve drawn her to his table, but then he thinks how odd he must seem, merely burning a hole into his food instead of eating it.

“Is the food not to your liking?” she asks, passing the stack of empty bowls to a small… bear…? It toddles off toward the kitchen. The girl plops down her tray on his table and pulls out a notepad, pen at the ready. “I can ask my pops to make you something else if you want!”

“Oh no, no, that’s quite alright. I was just lost in thought. It really does look appetizing.” To emphasize his point, he takes the chopsticks and shovels a large bite of rice into his mouth, and— fuck, that is delicious. He takes another huge bite, and another, and another, if only so the waitress might move on from his table. Then again, she appears to be of an excitable sort, with a youthful glimmer in her eye.

True to his expectations, she plops down onto the chair opposite of him. “Really? Just ‘lost in thought,’ huh? That was a thousand-yard stare if I’ve ever seen one!”

… Archons, sometimes he hated being so good at this.

“It’s really nothing,” he says, watching as the little bear comes back for the drink tray to take to the kitchen as well. It reaches the table, and there, it pauses, staring up at Heizou with big, round eyes.

Heizou averts his gaze.

After a beat, he looks back down at the bear. It stares at him, still. He turns his gaze to the girl.

She looks at him.

Heizou looks back.

“… Actually, may I have a refill while you’re here?”

Like the lightning’s flash, she lifts her legs to prop beneath herself. Her knees knock against the table’s underside, rattling the dishes. He catches his glass seconds before the last of his sweet tea pours into his lap.

“C’mon, you can tell me!” A grin nearly splits her face in two, then she rattles off: “If it’s a secret, I’m good at keeping them – or, or, if you have a problem, I can help! Y’know, just last Tuesday, I helped my friend with a problem she was having. See, it all started when—”

Heizou recoils into the back of his chair, attempting to put a bit of distance between himself and the waitress. He doesn’t doubt that she means well, it’s all just a bit… much. Whatever story she’s trying to tell, he can barely register half of it at the speed she’s going.

Eventually, she slows down, laughing about it all the while. “Haha, whoops! Sorry, looks like I still have some energy left to burn. It’s just that, y’know, it’s been a while since we’ve had some interesting tourists come around. I just wanted you to feel… welcome, I guess.”

She crosses her arms loosely, hands wrapped around her elbows, and it seems… off, somehow. As if such a girl should only ever be wearing a smile.

“Oh?” he asks, pride flickering in his chest as her eyes lift to meet his own, that glimmer he saw before returning like the ocean’s flood. “Interesting? And here I was, thinking I was blending in remarkably well.”

It’s a lie, of course – by this point, he knows he draws attention. It was a given in Inazuma City. You don’t solve a hundred cases (many of them cold and collecting dust) without drawing the gaze of those around you.

But, even with so many people who knew his name and face, rarely did someone stop him for a chat on the streets. He knows the regulars at Uyuu Restaurant. He knows that every Thursday, when the sun hangs low in the sky, a group of women gather in the same backyard every time, and laugh and talk until their throats turn hoarse. He knows. He knows it all.

Yet who knows him? And how could they know his desire to be known in the moments that do not matter in the grand scheme of things?

It is a hunger no rice, nor any dish, might quell.

“I dunno, you just have this… air around you,” the waitress shrugs. “As if you’re not here just for sightseeing. And, before you tell me that sounds like a load of horse radish – I meet hundreds of people every day! I know these things, trust me.”

… But, he feels as if he can try. Inazuma is miles away, and he might as well try something new, as tourists are wont to do.

“You have quite the sharp intuition,” Heizou says, giving her a smile. “My name is Shikanoin Heizou. I’m a—” he pauses, reconsidering briefly, “—detective. Might I know your name?”

The girl looks overjoyed to have finally gotten an inch, and she takes a foot, pulling his hand into hers to shake enthusiastically. “I’m Xiangling! Nice to meet you! And this—” she motions to the bear, “—is Guoba!”

“Oh,” Heizou says, slightly taken aback. “Your pet?”

“No, not… really? He’s my partner, my best buddy – we’re a package deal!” She lifts Guoba up into her arms, and sits down with him as if he were a stuffed animal. Guoba, for his part, doesn’t seem to mind in the slightest. “By the way, what are you detective-ing all the way out here for?”

Heizou is quite certain she doesn’t get paid to sit around and chat with customers, but to his surprise, he feels better now that she’s here. If left to his own devices, he would likely just think himself into circles. Some clue would reveal itself eventually, of course, but it is a nice distraction.

“I wish to know more about—” he stills for a beat, softens his tone, “—your late Archon.”

“Oh.”

“In particular, the last Rite of Descension.”

“Oh,” Xiangling repeats. She bites her bottom lip, brow scrunching in hesitance. “Well, I don’t know every detail, but sometimes we get a customer who personally put His funeral ceremony together.”


  Bingo.


Now, it’s Heizou’s turn to lean closer. “And who might this customer be?”

Guoba begins to fidget in her arms, so she puts the little bear down, who scurries off toward the kitchen.

“His name is Zhongli,” she says, seemingly relieved that she can pass off the task of explaining it all to someone else. “He’s really smart, and kind – and sort of strange? But he’s always down for a chat, so I’m sure you could talk his ear off and he wouldn’t mind a bit!”

She reaches back into her apron to pull out her notepad, and furiously starts to pen down words – addresses, most likely. “If he’s not at the funeral parlour, it’s likely he’s at one of these teahouses. He’s a big fan of all the storytellers around the city!”

She tears off the list, and slides it towards him.

He has to tamp down his excitement – finally, a lead! – before he ends up halfway down the street without paying for his meal. So, instead, he downs his glass, shovels the last of his rice inside, and smacks down too much mora on the table.

“Thank you,” he tells her, clutching the list in his hand like a lifeline. “Just— thank you.”

For a moment, she stares bug-eyed at him, and at the mora, back and forth, before standing abruptly. “Uh, no problem!” Her gaze returns to the table. “This— this is way too much!”

But he’s already halfway out the door. He passes by Guoba, who carries a new pitcher of sweet tea, and gives the little bear a pat on its head.

With newfound vigour, he moves back out into Liyue, a place named Third-Round Knockout the first destination on his list.

Distantly, he hears feet rushing after him, and turns just in time to witness Xiangling hanging from the kitchen window, waving after him. “Thanks for your patronage! Good luck!” she calls, and with a sincerity that startles him: “Come back soon!”

It is an honest tone of voice he can’t recall ever hearing in Inazuma. A promise that they want him to return, and that she’ll be waiting for that day. So, with a full stomach and his heart lodged in his throat—

—he waves back.

~

He’s not at Third-Round Knockout.

He’s not at Wangsheng Funeral Parlour, either.

After hours of walking around and asking, Heizou feels as if he’s gotten nowhere since leaving the restaurant. He must’ve stepped into a dozen teahouses by this point, and none of them could point him in the right direction – but he did find out more about the elusive Mister Zhongli.

It turns out the man is barely ever at his place of employment, despite working there. Kindred souls, he and I, Heizou thinks.

Secondly, though many folks know the man, very few can tell him personal details about Zhongli. Though knowledgeable on a breadth of subjects and always willing to share his wisdom, he rarely ever speaks about himself.

‘You know, we’ve got a running theory he may be some sort of adeptus,’ a kindly, bespectacled old man told Heizou, as he pulled him into his gossip ring. ‘Guy’s got this… other-worldly aura about him. We don’t know if it’s the truth – but if it is, well, doesn’t bother us. In the end, it’s his secret to tell.’

And thirdly, Heizou discovers that Mr. Zhongli is notoriously difficult to get a hold of. Some days, he will leave Liyue for days on end to fulfil a client’s wishes, without leaving so much as a note.

So, it isn’t just his own fault for making it to the end of his list with no funeral consultant in sight. Perhaps they have both been moving about all day, just barely missing each other. Or maybe he’s not even in Liyue at all.

The wooden steps toward Heyu Teahouse stand before him, bathed in lantern light. His entire body aches, but this is the last place on his list.

Even if he’s not here today, there’s always tomorrow. Besides, all this wandering around has gotten him quite familiar with Liyue Harbour’s streets, and he managed to solve a few smaller cases today. Like the case of the shopkeeper’s missing glasses (they were on her head), and the case of the missing dog (playing in the yard next door with the neighbour’s kids). Though not as grand as solving the mystery behind the death of a god… still, he managed to help Liyue in little ways today.

A sigh ripples through him.

…

Let’s just get this over with.

He ascends the staircase to the teahouse, the lantern light brightening with every step as if he were scaling the stairs to Celestia.

And – that voice—

Like dawn blossoming upon the sky, heavenly singing fills his ears – sudden, breath-taking. Words he does not understand weave a tapestry around him, but he can feel the intent behind them, and the love poured into every syllable sung.

Like a man possessed he climbs up the last steps – and freezes upon the landing, gaze fixated on the stage at the very back of the teahouse. Dozens of spectators fill every seat and stand at the perimeter, desperate to get a glimpse of the one on stage.

But, despite the crowd, she dances and sings as if she is the only woman in all of Liyue, lost in her art.

A geo vision shimmers upon her collar. But Heizou has eyes only for one thing—

—that ruby-red gaze, entwined with his own.

The coil in his chest loosens. All day, he felt as if he were treading upon the edge of tight-knit circles, a spectator to a community he is not a part of. But with a single look, she pulls him into their bubble. Come, her gaze tells him, be a spectator no more.

… And then thundering applause sounds around him, and the trance is broken. At a table beside him, close to the staircase, a girl with wild pigtails hoots and hollers loudest of all. Though his ears ring, Heizou scans the crowd, searching for anyone matching Xiangling’s description.

Alas, not today, it seems.

Perhaps an even more active approach is required. Of course, first thing in the morning, he’ll pen a letter to Wangsheng Funeral Parlour to request a moment of Sir Zhongli’s time. Then, in the afternoon, he can investigate by the docks to see if there have been imports of kameras around the time of the rite – half a year ago, the first models from Fontaine should have gone into circulation. If he’s lucky, maybe even one of the thousands of citizens took a picture during the most sacred of sacred rites here.

The ringing in Heizou’s ears is replaced by the grinding of his teeth – that’s a lot of maybes and should haves. Too many.

“Heya,” someone says in his vicinity, and it takes him a moment to realize it’s directed toward him. “First time in Liyue, I take it? You picked a good time to come up to the teahouse!”

His gaze is drawn to pigtail girl, who nudges a stool out for him with her feet. An inviting smile tugs on her lips.

“It is, actually,” Heizou says, taking a seat by her table. “How did you know?”

The girl shrugs, and with a total disregard for common courtesy, says, “you seemed lost.” Smile ever present, she extends a closed fist to Heizou, who returns the fistbump a bit awkwardly. “The name’s Xinyan!”

“Shikanoin Heizou. I was actually looking for someone here.”

“Oh?”

“A man by the name of Zhongli.”

Xinyan’s face lights up in recognition. “Oh yeah, I know ‘im! Fella comes by my shows sometimes.”

Ah, another one of thousands who knows the ever-elusive funeral consultant. Though slippery as an eel he may be, the guy sure does know how to get around.

Heels click behind him. Heizou turns around, and comes eye-to-eye with the performer from just moments ago. In each hand, she carries a glass holding an amber liquid, observing Heizou with friendly regard. Her gaze turns warmer upon landing on Xinyan.

“Apologies,” she says, voice just as honeyed and lilted like a songbird’s as when she was on stage, “if I had known you’d bring a friend, I would’ve ordered another glass.”

She’s merely trying to be friendly, he can tell. Who, in this day and age, wishes to spend their hard-earned mora on a stranger? Not to mention that she knows Xinyan, and had expected to find only her at this table – not his miserable self, his shoulders sagging from running himself ragged all day.

And then it hits him how bone-tired today has made him, and all he wishes to do is slink back to the inn and crawl beneath his covers—

—but then, there stands a glass of sweet tea before his nose, ice cubes and a slice of lemon drifting near the bottom. Xinyan stares dumbstruck at her own glass for a second, then wordlessly slides it towards the performer, who just as silently picks it up and plants it back in front of her, a coy little smile on her lips.

“Just take it,” Xinyan huffs, sliding it back with a little more force. “You spent all evening singing, not me.”

Heizou takes that as his cue to slide his own drink toward the performer. “I’m not thirsty, but thank you.”

…

She slides the glasses back towards them.

They end up playing hot potato with the glasses for a while, sweet tea sloshing back and forth and nearly spilling upon the table many times, until both glasses end up in front of Heizou, and both girls burst into peals of laughter.

Without even knowing her name, she manages to pull him, as he receded into the cold sea, back onto the warmth of their shore. She plucks one glass to pass to Xinyan, and gives a smile, much brighter than the one she gave him before.

“You can have mine,” she laughs, “in exchange for your name.”

His mind does somersaults as he tries to regain a grasp on common courtesy – archons forbid he does forget his own name. But before the words roll over his tongue, the glint in her eyes catches his attention, as does the lilt in her tone. She has laid out a careful dance for him.

Now all he needs to do is take the first step.

“And you’ll have it,” he responds, after a moment of consideration, “if I may have yours, and probe you for some knowledge.”

She places a dainty hand to her lips, her eyes lidded in a strange mixture of delight and intrigue. “Kind of skewed in your favour, isn’t it? Very well, then.” She rests both hands in her lap and gives him a polite bow. “My name is Yun Jin, director of the Yun Han Opera Troupe. I must say, I am quite surprised by your… unique flavour of boldness. Most strangers usually ask me for an autograph.”

“Well,” Heizou says, pride surging in his chest at the thought of his many, many accomplishments, “sorry to disappoint, but there are things other than autographs that are much more valuable to me.

Xinyan stares at the two of them from across the table over the rim of her glass, sipping her sweet tea loudly, one eyebrow arched.

“Oh?” Yun Jin leans forward ever so slightly. “Then, wanderer from Inazuma, do enlighten me so.”

“He’s called Heizou,” Xinyan butts in – and their dance comes to a grinding halt. He gives her a deadpan stare, but it only serves to brighten her grin. “Fella says he’s looking for Zhongli.”

“Oh? Sir Zhongli? It just so happens I have been meaning to catch him for a chat myself recently. Whatever do you need him for?”

“I’m a detective,” says Heizou. “I’d like to ask him some things about your late Archon.”

Whereas Xiangling’s optimism at his being in Liyue was refreshing, Yun Jin and Xinyan are quicker at putting two and two together. He must be careful not to announce his profession to the wrong people, lest it land him in hot water.

A short lull falls in their conversation.

Yun Jin recovers the fastest – Xinyan, however, distracts herself with the depths of her glass and the half-slice of lemon swirling in what little of her tea remains.

“Well, then Sir Zhongli certainly is a fine choice – he knows nearly everything about anything. What say you we go meet with him at the funeral parlour, first thing in the morning? Together?”

“Really?” He hadn’t expected that.

Yun Jin gives a shrug. “I don’t see why not. He almost seems to have a sixth sense for knowing when it is myself coming to visit him. I’m certain he’ll be in his office tomorrow.”

At first, Heizou intends to consider other possibilities – but really, there isn’t much to consider. Going with Yun Jin for a moment to be led right to Zhongli’s doorstep sure seems much, much more appealing than wasting a whole day tracking down vague rumours and word of mouth in the harbour. So…

“… alright then,” he says. “You’ve got yourself a deal.”

And, when Yun Jin gives him her first genuine smile of the night, he wills himself to ignore the way his breathing stills.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, then—” she laughs, “—detective.”
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3. Two Steps Forward


    
    Moments after waking, Heizou only has to rest his eyes for a fraction of a second before slumber has its icy grip around his throat, and pulls him back into the dark once more.

When he dreams, he feels like a man suspended upside-down in the brine, the surface below him and the growing darkness above. He floats from one scene to the next, paper-thin delusions that would tear if he held onto them for a second too long.

A bowl of katsudon is placed in his hands. He blinks, and blinks, and the world has changed, and the seasons turn like a whirlwind.

Warm hands cover his own—

—and then the dream spits him out. Like ramming into a brick wall, he’s wide awake, now. The sheets stick to him like a second skin.

A bell sounds outside his window, ebbing and rising as he listens. Distantly, he hears birdsong, as well as the hustle and bustle of a city waking up and preparing for the busy day ahead – the clacking and creaking of carts across cobblestone, the jovial greetings of stall owners and fishermen, and the brush of a gale through nearby trees.

For just a moment, Heizou allows himself to groan and moan like a child, wrap himself in his sheets, and attempt to squish himself in the inch of space between bed and wall. Papers crinkle beneath him – his notes from last night.

He takes a breath – deep, deeper, until he can feel his lungs are fit to burst – and exhales. Mysteries don’t solve themselves, he reasons, then swings his legs out of bed.

Ready within mere minutes, he looks mostly presentable: hair brushed, hairband tightened, and a leather bag at his side to keep his notebook and pen close by.

He glides down the stairs of the inn, forgoing breakfast – eating this early makes him queasy.

With a push, he heaves open the door to the inn and slips through to the outside, and is met with pinks and purples – really, if he weren’t expecting Yun Jin, he might mistake her for the surrounding bushes, standing tall and flowering with blossoms grand and sweet.

Her gaze, transfixed on the bevy of doves scattered about the entrance, moves to greet him as they flutter off, a small smile tugging at the corners of her lips.

Heizou can’t help but mirror her.

“Good morning to you, Heizou,” she greets. “I hope I didn’t pull you from your bed too early. You must be tired from your journey, still.”

Honestly, what twenty-something nowadays doesn’t feel tired in general? Mostly, it is the morning chill that makes him wish he had remained in bed for the day – but then, nothing would get done. He’d rather be exhausted and one step closer by the end of the day than well-rested and standing right where he began. Thus, he wraps his haori a little tighter around him.

“All things considered, I feel quite rested.” Translation: on a scale from one to ten, a solid 5-and-a-half. “Thank you for offering to walk with me.”

“My pleasure,” she says – and there she goes again, smiling as if it’s second nature to her, as easy as breathing. Heizou might be charmed by it, if only he wasn’t aware such easy smiles are prone to have more hiding beneath the surface.

… He feels his own smile slip off of his lips.

They walk through the slowly-waking streets of Liyue in polite silence, taking in the sights – though, after a moment, Heizou feels her curious gaze resting on him, time and time again.

“Something about me that’s caught your interest?” he asks, glancing back, “or do I have wakame stuck between my teeth?”

“Both.”

Heizou stills, dragging his tongue along his top row. She bumps his shoulder as she walks past, throwing back an amused glance of her own. He catches up to her quickly.

“People must be throwing themselves at you back home,” she says, bordering a tease.

“Yeah, they—” he ignores the lump in his throat, “—they can’t get enough of me.”

“It must be a breath of fresh air, then. To have no one around who may recognize you.”

His gaze wanders to his companion, only to find Yun Jin staring dead ahead – and then the spell is broken. She blinks once, twice, and her gaze softens, returning to him.

“I… guess it is, yeah.”

They round the corner to the funeral parlor, only to find someone already at the door. A worker, most likely, considering their simple way of dress.

“Pardon me,” says Yun Jin, approaching the man, “do you know if Sir Zhongli came into work today?”

The worker stills in his sweeping the entrance, an apologetic knit to his brow. Dammit.

“I’m afraid he won’t be here for the rest of the day, Miss Yun. He announced yesterday eve that he’d be going on a little trip to Qingxu Pool today. Something or other about ‘archaeological discoveries’. If you hurry, you might be able to catch up with him.” The worker rolls his bottom lip between his teeth. “Or, I could let him know you were here…?”

Yun Jin gives a slight bow, the palms of her hands pressed together in front of her chest. “That’s quite kind of you, sir. But I’m afraid the theatre waits for no one.” She turns to Heizou. “Besides, I wouldn’t mind a hike. Would you?”

Against his wishes, he can feel his lips curve upward – and she knows it. She knows exactly what she’s doing.

“Well,” he shrugs, “the case won’t grow any colder.”

~

The road to Qingxu Pool is a long one – a journey that will take them the better half of their morning. Thankfully, the chill in the air has subsided, and any clouds rolling along the sky are fluffy and white as fresh linen. He and Yun Jin spend the morning walking along in amicable silence, only broken whenever she directs his gaze to a local sight or a nest of native Liyuan songbirds.

Halfway along, they take a quick rest by the side of a pond. From her bag, she pulls out a wrapped lunch box, filled to the brim with rice buns and pickled vegetables for them to share.

“I have been wondering,” Yun Jin begins, a slice of cucumber between her chopsticks and halfway to her mouth, “what sort of things do you wish to know about Rex Lapis? Perhaps I can fill in some blanks for you, and anything I cannot answer, you can save for when we meet with Sir Zhongli.”

“Honestly? Anything and everything,” Heizou answers. “To be truthful, I would’ve never thought about leaving Inazuma, had it not been for two friends I’ve made recently.”

Yun Jin leans closer to him, eyes wide yet focused, silently urging him to continue.

“They told me how the most powerful being in all of Liyue fell out of the sky – dead. No lead-up, no indication anything could be amiss, so my question is—”

He stabs with his chopsticks for emphasis, spearing a poor, undeserving piece of bell pepper right in the middle.

“—how?”

Yun Jin takes a moment to mull over his words. She toys with one of the decorative tassels hanging from her headpiece, her gaze far away.

“The Qixing believed it to be an assassination from beyond our plane,” she says, finally. “Not much else made sense, to be honest. The Millelith spent weeks scouring the city for clues of a human-made plot, finding none.”

“But is that really what happened?”

Her hand stills in the tassel, and she regards Heizou, a sudden focus returning to her eyes – before the corners of them crinkle in delight, and a huff of laughter leaves her lips.

“I’m certain you’ll find whatever answers you’re looking to tell us,” she says, a teasing lilt to her tone, “detective.”

Heizou readjusts his grip on his chopsticks, suddenly finding them difficult to hold on to.

“If anything, it is a little strange,” Yun Jin continues. “Though our lord of Geo has passed on, he was the one who granted me a vision. And yet… I haven’t felt any different in recent months, nor has my vision been acting strangely.”

Now, it is Heizou’s turn to lean in closer.

“I do not feel… weaker, nor stronger.” She furrows her brow, early lunch forgotten in her lap. “It has made me curious: once a vision is given, is it no longer connected to its deity?”

“Is it ever?” Heizou wonders aloud. “During the Vision Hunt decree, I have seen all manner of visions confiscated, even electro ones.”

A sour feeling spreads through his throat, and he struggles to maintain a passive expression. He knows it is only happenstance that he and his vision were spared, but had the decree gone on for much longer, would he still have received special treatment?

Would he have become a shell of his former self, too?

“A benevolent God would not bestow gifts, only to take them away after. Without their visions, people became… hollow. They wandered through life, with no ambition to better themselves or pursue the things they once loved,” Heizou continues. “Then, what might happen to those who rescind their vision? Break it? It’s not much of a gift if you must carry the burden of having it for the rest of your life.”

… It’s silent beside him.

Yun Jin stares at him, wordlessly – and it makes an unpleasant warmth spread throughout his entire body. He looks away, hand across his mouth, though it does little to make him disappear.

“You make it sound as if visions are a curse,” she laughs, eventually, and she picks at the rice with no intent to eat anymore.

Heizou whips his head back around, worry that he might’ve offended her blossoming in his chest. “I didn’t mean it like that—”

“I know,” says Yun Jin, packing up what remains of their food. Once it’s all put away, her hand moves to her shoulder, as well as the little orange gem pinned to her cape. She twists it slightly, brows furrowed in thought.

She rises to stand, and Heizou follows on unsteady feet. Somehow, within her presence, his usual bravado has gone and disappeared.

“I… apologize,” he says. “I didn’t mean to offend you.” Or offload my own complicated feelings on you, he swallows down – that’s something to worry about during another sleepless night.

To his surprise, Yun Jin turns to him, both brows raised in an almost comical way—

—and it gives way to a gentle smile.

He doesn’t doubt its implications. It’s humble. It’s genuine.

He wishes he could smile like that.

“I need you to promise me something,” she says – and all he can manage is a dumbstruck nod. “Promise me, please, that you will not let others’ feelings deter you from speaking your mind. I have known you for less than a day, and yet, you have already made me think in ways I never have before. The fact your words made me uncomfortable is good – it only means you ask the questions that should be asked.”

The warmth in his lungs spreads to the length of his arms and legs, and though it’s not an uncommon sensation for him, it’s strange, nonetheless, but… better, too – and unprecedented. He racks his brain for a way to calm himself before the heat in his cheeks betrays him.

Whenever he went on tangents in the past, the other doushin merely humoured him, patting him on the back as they stood up, shook their heads, and went on with their own tasks.

It only solidified his desire to work alone.

To be listened to for once, and to be told what he says has value, it’s… he— he doesn’t quite know what to think.

So he doesn’t think, and says the first thing that comes to mind.

“It’s good?”

“It is,” Yun Jin repeats. “Your angle on life is unlike any other.” And she picks up her bag and moves further into the countryside without another word, so certain he would follow.

Either way, he has no reason not to.

They reach Qingxu Pool when the sun is high in the sky. A small island rests in the middle of the pool, mostly submerged, and the ruins of a tower scrape at the clouds. They wade through the water, ankle-deep, and ascend the crumbling staircase into the ruins.

After a bit of searching, they find a cellar door, so weather-worn and rotten through, splinters the size of his hand break off when Heizou lifts it by the handle.

A steep staircase leads into the depths. Dust and debris cover the stone like a blanket, but fresh footsteps descend into the dark with the solid, low heels of an expensive dress shoe.

Yun Jin observes the footprints for a moment, then descends without a second thought. It’s quite odd, to see such a delicate flower descending into such a dour place. He knows he can hold his own, if push comes to shove – but can she?

Either way, for someone dressed like a porcelain doll, she sure moves quick. He hurries after her, the dark quickly overtaking the both of them.

Just before they leave the light of day behind completely, torches appear on the wall, shimmering with blueish flames that emit no heat.

They wander in silence for a while, nothing much of import happening. This close to the surface, most puzzles left behind by the Liyuans of yesteryear have already been solved. Open doors gleaming with golden light, torches dancing with flame, and pedestals already pushed into position – it’s a little disappointing, to be honest.

Despite the silence that reigns in the halls, Yun Jin summons a spear to her side, coloured ruby red, with golden dragons encircling the base.

“So,” Heizou starts, if only because there’s little else to pass the time with, “what do you want to ask him?”

She doesn’t reply instantly, appearing to mull over his question for a bit.

“To say ‘anything and everything’ sounds so… predictable. But I really do wish to know more about the Archon War. There is only so much one can garner from books alone.” She pauses – flashes him a smile. “Sir Zhongli has a hunger for knowledge, just as I do. If anyone can help me with writing this play, it’s him.”

“Did you write yesterday’s play, too?”

“Certainly,” she nods. “Speaking of, I never quite got if you enjoyed it or not.”

“I did,” Heizou laughs, “as much as you can enjoy a performance you don’t understand a word of.”

A light peach blossoms on her cheeks – it’s a good colour on her. “Then, I can assume the meaning came through, despite the language barrier?” A laugh. “I’m certain I might be just as lost, had I gone to Inazuma. Speaking of, how do you find Liyue Harbor so far? It’s not too much of a maze, I hope.”

“No, it’s—” a lull, a pause to wet his lips, mull his words, “—different, sure. But not bad. The people are very… open.”

The path worsens the further they head in. Where once was a small staircase down now lays only a pile of rubble. Yun Jin hops down, using her spear as a crutch, and holds out her hand to help him down. The idea that she believes him to be some hapless, fragile detective who can’t even hop down a two-foot drop delights him, so he decides to humour her, and takes her hand.

… Well, it was just meant as a little inside joke for him, but as he jumps down, anchored on her hand, the strength in her arm and the solidity of her stance surprises him.

He thanks her with a slight smile, immediately willing himself to not linger on the warmth of her hand.

“I suppose we are quite a welcoming people,” she muses. “Also, it’s not every day we receive travellers from Inazuma. Is it a lot different from Liyue? How about the local cuisine? I’ve heard tales of an island shrouded in mist – is that true?”

A chuckle escapes him. “I thought you meant to interrogate mister Zhongli – not myself.”

“Oh!” Her blush returns, intensity tenfold. “I apologize, it’s not my intention to pry, it’s just— well, I don’t quite often get the opportunity to leave the harbour, you see. I’m merely a bit… curious.”

He can understand that. Curiosity leads men to the most wonderful of places, but also—
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—the most harrowing of places.

Yun Jin shoots out an arm before him. “Did you hear that?” she whispers.

He did. Already, he can feel energy moving through his veins to coil around his hands. A soundless gust swirls around his hands, Yun Jin tightens her hold around her spear – and together, they move further through the hall, stopping right at the threshold of a room, dark as pitch.

Two paces behind them, a wall torch glows dimly. Yun Jin dislodges it from its iron holder, feels the weight of it in her hand, and tosses it into the room like one might skip a stone across the lake. It rolls to a stop near the middle, somehow still lit, and manages to illuminate the majority of the room, dark outlines of broken crates and shattered vases stark against the pale blue light. Breaths held, they listen.

… Nothing.

A distant tremor. Dust falls from the ceiling.

They tip-toe into the room. Yun Jin overturns the shards of a shattered vase with the tip of her spear. Heizou nudges at the remains of a crate.

Then, like a spring being uncoiled, a pitiful-looking dendro slime jumps from its hiding place, only to high-tail it down the hallway they came from.

Heizou looks at Yun Jin.

She looks at him.

And they laugh, nerves flooding from their fingertips as they return from their battle-ready stances. He’s seen her laugh before now, certainly, but not this bright, not this openly.

“Goodness me,” Yun Jin breathes, “so many nerves for such a little creature.” Her hand rests atop her chest, patting softly to calm herself down.

But before Heizou can drop his guard, he hears it on the wind, whistling through the abandoned halls – a soft whirring.

“There’s something there,” Heizou whispers, pointing into the corner of the room where, shrouded in darkness, another crumbling hallway leads further into the ruins.

Wordlessly, Yun Jin wraps a hand around his arm, and together they inch into the hallway – the only way forward. They forgo the torch. Light would only alert whatever is down there of their presence.

After a few paces, his eyes have adjusted only barely. He moves along mostly by the swishing sound of Yun Jin’s skirt and the soft tinkling of her jewellery—

—and with every step, he wonders what, in Morax’s name, some crotchety old funeral consultant might be searching for down here.

Gravel crunches underfoot.

At the end of the hallway, in the middle of the maze, a ring of light turns to them, glowing a pale yellow.

Then, from the little wick it was before, from one second to another it turns into a spotlight. Gears turn around it, steam whistles from its joints—

—Yun Jin pulls him, sharply, into another hall, running perpendicular to the way they entered. They emerge into a cavernous room littered with pedestals. Cloths and flags are strung along the walls, the long, silent years having reduced them to spidery threads.

“A ruin hunter,” Yun Jin breathes. “You were right.”

Heizou nods, silently wishing he hadn’t been. Most of his fighting experience is with crooks and bandits – automatons, not so much.

“Fighting it in such close quarters would give it an unfair advantage over us,” says Yun Jin, already searching the room up and down for an escape route – finding none.


  Shit.


“Its missiles are heat-seeking,” she says, joining him at his side, hands white-knuckled around her spear’s shaft. “And watch out for two of its arms – those blades can cleave you in half.”

Well, ain’t that lovely. Heizou takes a deep breath. The rush of air comforts him – just marginally, but it is enough to summon the wind to his side, have it snake up his wrists, and coalesce in the palm of each hand.

With an earth-shaking tremble, the ruin hunter chases after them, its metal body fitting just barely through the stone halls. Clawing at the wall with its talons to move even faster, the golden light approaches fast – then emerges into the room, its bolts trembling in their sockets. Rust snakes up its arms, and at the sight, Yun Jin inhales in surprise.

“It’s already on the verge of death,” she says. “Let’s finish it off.”

As if on command, the ruin hunter raises a bladed arm high above its head, and swings it down. Heizou rolls out of the way, the blade missing him by a hair as it crashes into and cracks the floor. With little effort, it lifts the blade and pulls back, preparing to swing once more.

With anemo still at his heels, Heizou waits for the right moment to dash out of the way. He needs a plan of attack, an opening – he can’t think while his life is on the line.

And then it swings, and the blade whistles as it cuts through the air – right at Yun Jin’s head.

With his heartbeat in his ears, he watches as Yun Jin strikes the ground with her heel, pushing geo energy from the stone to form a decorated shield around her. The blade hits it, and she bends under the force of the blow – but she doesn’t falter. It scrapes across the side like nails on a chalkboard, and she bends through her knees, letting the blade soar over her, before twirling back into a graceful stance.

Their peace doesn’t last long. The blade careens into a supporting pillar, sending rubble and dust flying everywhere. The automaton turns its eye to Yun Jin, a mechanical chortle resounding from its circuits.

It advances on her, and Heizou doesn’t need to think for long.

He kicks off, reaching the both of them in record time, and puts all his strength into a spinning kick – right into the machine’s propeller at the base of its metal body. In retaliation, it swings its arms wildly, and—

—he feels the wind getting knocked out of him more than the blow itself.

Dust cascades onto him from the ceiling. With a pounding heart, Heizou wipes it from his face, crawling backward on his arms away from the ruin hunter’s golden gaze and into the piles of rubble. Points along its body recede, giving way to a white-hot glow and the tips of emerging missiles.

The floor trembles below him.

“Heizou!”

Above the whirring of cogs and the whistle of air pressure being released, Yun Jin’s voice rises like a siren’s call above the foghorn. He sees her spear before he sees her – it cuts through the air like a knife, lightning-swift, and lodges itself into the ruin hunter’s eye. Its glass cornea shatters, shards scattering in all directions.

And then she’s there, launching herself off of the rubble. She dives towards the stuttering ruin hunter, its metal hand clawing uselessly at the spear, and she reaches, and she grabs on—

She hangs from the spear for only a moment, before she pulls downward with a guttural cry – and hard, see-sawing the spearhead into the hunter’s circuits.

… It freezes for a moment much too short.

A cacophony of alarm bells starts blaring, ringing harshly in Heizou’s ears. Then, it flails wildly, flinging both spear and Yun Jin to the floor beside him, a spray of oil pouring out of the gash she left behind in its face.

The floor rumbles beneath them – and disappears.

…

For just a second too long, he mistakes it for flying. Wind rushes past his ears and fills his lungs to the brim— too much, too much.

They’re snagged by a cluster of vines growing across the pit. A pain akin to rope burn blossoms upon his arms and legs from where the plants break his fall, even through his clothes – and finally, they’re suspended in the foliage, the ground mere feet beneath them.

From his throat, his heart returns to its rightful spot in his chest.

“… Well,” remarks a voice Heizou cannot place, “that’s certainly the faster way to get through these tunnels.”

He whips his head around wildly and finds a man standing a little ways off, an inquisitive, bemused gaze piercing his own.

Like the lightning’s flash, the man produces a spear and slices through the vines – precise cuts that miss their limbs by a hair, untangling them in such a way that they drop to the floor more or less on two feet.

“What a pleasant surprise to see you again, Sir Yun,” the man greets as they collect themselves. He flicks his attention to Heizou momentarily, “and guest.”

This must be him, is Heizou’s first thought. He appears just as Xiangling described. Long hair? Check. Dressed to the nines despite the hour and activity? Double check.

Though, he expected a man well in his golden years – this guy appears to be barely in his mid-thirties.

First introductions be damned, the man wraps his hand around his wrist, as well as Yun Jin’s, and sharply pulls them to him, away from the opening in the ceiling. He taps his heel, pushes his foot forward, and a wall of solid rock emerges less than a foot before them.

Not even a second later, a thundering crash sounds from behind the wall. Dust fills the room, as does the overwhelming stench of chemicals.

When he peeks behind the wall, there lies the ruin hunter’s carcass, split open like roasted fowl for dinner. Oil and other fluids he cannot name are splattered around the room like a bloody crime scene. Its voice box stutters, cackling like a broken record before it goes silent forever.

“When I said I take walk-ins, Sir Yun,” Zhongli chuckles, “I didn’t mean it like this.”

There he does it again. Heizou briefly wonders why he addresses Yun Jin as such, but has no time to dwell on it – Zhongli turns to him, one hand to his chest, giving him a polite bow.

“I would introduce myself, but I have an inkling you already know who I am. Zhongli is my name – may I know yours?”

“Shikanoin Heizou, sir. I was told you personally arranged the Lord of Geo’s funeral ceremony?”

Surprise flashes briefly across the man’s face, then morphs back into the polite smile he wore before. “Right to the point, I see. How about you, Sir Yun? Any inquiries of your own?”

Yun Jin dusts off her dress, then folds her hands before her, an eager twinkle in her eye – cute. “Well, sir, I’ve been slowly chipping away at the script of a new opera.”

“How inconceivable for you,” Zhongli says, a teasing lilt to his tone.

Yun Jin mirrors his smile. “It centers around the moment the original Seven took their place as Archons, its prime focus being our late Lord of Geo. Though I have pored over nearly every available book and scroll on the subject, I am curious if there are things you may know that can help me make my performance feel more… authentic.”

Zhongli turns to face Heizou. “And you?”

…

“I have come to re-open the case of Rex Lapis’ death.”

Silence reigns. Zhongli’s gaze hardens – eyes narrowed, his head tilts upward slightly. He takes a deep breath, stance firming. An icy chill wraps around his tone.

Heizou stares back twice as hard.

“Why,” Zhongli says, barely a question.

“Isn’t it curious—” Heizou begins, taking twisted delight out of the funeral consultant’s reaction – he knows something others don’t. He knows Heizou is a threat to digging that knowledge back out of the grave, “—that a God who has lived for over six thousand years, can just—” he snaps his fingers, “—drop dead. Just like that.”

The man has regained a bit of his composure. “Even Gods can pass on.”

“Yeah,” Heizou laughs, “though it’s not often from old age. Is it?”

The smile has returned to Zhongli’s lips – though what a thrill it was, to see such a man’s carefully-crafted facade crack. Ah, well, he still needs answers. Best not to irk the man too much.

“I admire your tenacity, if anything,” Zhongli says. “In my humble opinion, the best way to understand a deity is to understand their people.”

“But you were there when it happened – you finalised every last aspect of the funeral ceremony. There must be something you know that can point me in the right direction.”

“And I’ve just told you,” says Zhongli. “In truth, that ceremony was like all the others I’ve prepared in my life.” He turns his attention back to Yun Jin, who has been regarding their conversation with veiled apprehension for quite some time. “Come, Sir Yun, walk with me. Tell me more about this play that’s giving you trouble.”

As if he’s asking her to accompany him on a delightful stroll outside, Zhongli leads her further into the ruins, Heizou trailing not far behind at a determined pace. He bores his gaze into the man’s neck, ears pricked for anything that might set him off.

Then again, just as he is aware of Zhongli, the man is aware of him. He keeps their conversation solely about the performing arts, giving polite suggestions to Yun Jin whenever a lull falls in her detailed explanation of the story she has conjured up so far.

It must’ve been two hours since they’ve seen sunlight, now. The ruins go deeper and deeper, so far north they must’ve passed into the mountains already.

After a while, they turn into a musty hallway, the doorway at the end blockaded by fallen rocks.

Zhongli conjures up his own spear and begins to poke and prod at the wall. Yun Jin’s story tapers off, concern written across her every feature.

“Uh, sir…?”

“Keep going,” Zhongli says, “I’m listening.”

Heizou stands off to the side, arms crossed, but then he hears it – a faint whistle. He joins Zhongli at the wall, not failing to notice the ghost of surprise that crosses the man’s face.

He presses an ear to the stone – cold as ice. The faint lyricism of a lonely gust plays behind it.

“It’s hollow,” Heizou says. Yun Jin, apparently having grown more enraptured with whatever the hell they were doing, joins them to press her own ear against the stone.

“Just as I’d hoped,” says Zhongli. “If we’re lucky, this passageway will lead to the deepest recesses of the chasm.”

Heizou blinks, Zhongli’s words finally registering. “I’m sorry?”

“You’re forgiven,” Zhongli quips. He positions the bottom end of his spear against the wall where the grout between two stones has eroded considerably, draws back—

—and with little effort, the spear collides with the wall, geo energy pulsing from the impact point like a rock dropped into a calm lake. The wall crumbles where it stands, broken pieces rolling off a small slope then plummeting down a dark drop.

They wait for a short moment.

… There is no sound of impact.

Yun Jin, apparently intent on giving him a heart attack, clambers through the hole in the wall and slides down the slope, stopping mere inches from the drop to peer down into its depths. She has a hand placed on the jutting rocks above her for balance, and peers back at Zhongli over her shoulder.

“Not to worry,” he says, stepping through the hole as well – and with a tap of his heel, the ground rumbles briefly, and hardened rock appears, jutting out from the cliff-face, large enough for them all to stand on it comfortably.

Zhongli turns to look at Heizou, waiting patiently for him to join the two of them.

There’s not a doubt in Heizou’s mind – the man is toying with him. Trying to lower his guard. But does he know Heizou has been studying the way he holds his spear, the way he controls the element of geo?

As he joins them on the platform, is Zhongli aware the ground bends to him, instead of him bending to the ground’s weight, as so many other geo users do?

He witnessed it with Gorou, for instance. To most, it may appear that the shield the general conjures forms with little effort – but that can’t be farther from the truth. Instead, he pulls it from the earth. The only reason his knees don’t buckle can be attributed to years of practice.

Itto, unlike Gorou, pushes the energy out of the earth by force, which can be attributed to two things: one, the oni’s brute strength. Two: he’s a meathead, and probably doesn’t know it can be pulled from the earth, anyway.

And, unlike both of them, Yun Jin fights with poise and grace – unprecedented for her element, which so often prefers hard lines and sharp angles. And besides, pulling on the energy doesn’t seem like her style. She is an artist, first and foremost. To push forward requires both dedication and a firm stance, which she possesses in spades.

These two styles of elemental manipulation are commonplace for geo users. Stone is solid, and cares little for the wishes of others. Only by pushing and pulling can you get it to do what you want.

With a click of Zhongli’s heel, the ground shifts, and the rock platform moves downward into the depths.

Heizou takes a moment to watch the cliff-face as they go down. The earth moves like a river, parting for the platform, and stitching back together without leaving nary a scar or crack.

He doesn’t just command the earth. His movements are too fluid, too effortless, for that.

Somehow, Zhongli is the earth.

… He catches Heizou’s stare, and huffs a laugh through his nose, the beginning of crow’s feet crinkling in the corner of his eyes.

“Anything on your mind?” he asks.

“You have wakame stuck between your teeth.”

Zhongli’s smile widens, perfectly clean teeth staring back at him. “Have I offended you in some way? I can tell you wished to gain more from our meeting.”

He does— of course he does. He’s practically back to square one.

“I have just one more question,” says Heizou, light rising steadily from below – they’re nearly at the bottom. “How was the funeral?”

The pit opens up to a cave tunnel lit by phosphorescent plants, going even further down. Yun Jin hops down from the platform, walking a few paces ahead as she inspects the flora.

“It was… remarkable,” Zhongli says, keeping his gaze stubbornly locked on the path ahead. “I’ve never seen so many lights in my life.”

Going deeper, ever deeper, the trio eventually emerges into some sort of room. Water trickles down the rocks, collecting in calm little ponds.

As Zhongli and Yun Jin walk ahead, something in Heizou urges him to look at the wall to his side – there, he finds something carved into the rock: ‘Itto wuz Here!!!!!!’, coupled with a crude drawing which must be an approximation of the red oni.

…

… What.

“There,” Zhongli says, bending down to pull something from the earth. He pockets it before Heizou can get a good look – but it can’t have been bigger than the palm of his hand. Strange.

Zhongli regards the both of them. “I suppose it’s about time we head back, don’t you think?”

The entire journey to the surface is filled with idle chatter between Yun Jin and Zhongli. Walking behind them, Heizou furiously pens down anything of note he’s heard today.

Geo visions.

A God’s lifespan.

Tentatively, he writes ‘background check’ on the paper, the gossip of ageing men ringing in the back of his head – and despite himself, he can manage a smile. One step back—

He closes one eye, drawing a circle in the air around Zhongli’s head with his pen, and taps the centre once, twice.

—two steps forward.

  



4. And the Fault Is…


    
    The librarians know him by name, now.

Really, there was no way around it – he practically lives in the building by now. Stories of Archons old, the Liyuan law system, books about visions, elements, ley lines and energy, folklore and customs… anything that seems like it may have a shred of relevance to the case, he devours, taking notes like his life depends on it.

Once they returned from Qinxce Pool a few days ago, he managed to wheedle Zhongli into vouching for him and, once successful, sent an invoice to the ministry of civil affairs. Now, his invoice will likely go through the system faster, and be under less scrutiny, to boot.

He decided to do some research until he heard back from the ministry – but truth be told, this is torture. He likes a bit of research, it’s fine, it’s okay, but if he stays at this table (that he’s gradually turned into his own academic war zone) any longer, he’s afraid the librarians are gonna come over to screw a golden plaque in the side to commemorate him.

One bit of solace is in the evenings. A month ago, if he ever worked past sundown, he usually went home straight after.

But now, people approach him in the streets. ‘You’re that detective fella, aren’t you,’ they say, folding his hands in their own. ‘You helped my friend with her missing wallet, do you recall? Well, I have a bit of a problem of my own…’

And they pass him along all evening, from one elementary problem to the next, but they’re grateful. They pass him pouches of mora, and sweets, ask him to try bites of their dinner—

—and on the third evening, Heizou finally realized that, though they may be elementary cases to him, they mean the world to others. And so, he gains more sweets than he will ever be able to eat, and learns more names than he will ever be able to recall.

“Woah,” he hears come from his side. “You good?”

His eyes feel dry. He blinks, turning his gaze to the girl standing by his table. Petal-pink hair falls down to her shoulders, and two heavy-looking tomes rest in her arms. Unlike him, she looks like she got more than five hours of sleep last night.

Most striking of all, though, is the set of horns on the sides of her head – an adeptus.

“Y-Yeah,” Heizou averts his gaze, shuffling some notes together, “absolutely terrific.”

“I would kindly advice you don’t lie to a legal advisor,” she says, “detective.” She attempts to hold an unwaveringly icy glare, but soon cracks into a grin and extends her hand toward him.

“I’m Yanfei,” she greets. “Good to finally meet you!”

He takes her offered hand, a bit apprehensive. “Heizou. How do you—?”

“You’re the one who’s looking into Rex Lapis’ death, right?” He can’t help but balk at her question, motioning for her to keep quiet, dammit, before all of Liyue hears her.

She catches the hint, thankfully, and takes a seat beside him, scooching in closer. “Mister Zhongli told me about you – he thought you might need some help.”

“Funny,” Heizou says under his breath, “he seemed very intent on doing the exact opposite last I saw him.”

The corners of her lips pull into a smile, and she breathes a chortle through her nose. “Yeah, that sounds like him, alright. He rarely tells you what you want to hear right off the bat – especially if you barely know him.”

She heaves open one of the books she deposited on his table and leafs through it for a bit… before her finger lands on an open page, tapping it to gain his attention.

Gods of Ages Past, the chapter is titled.

“I thought this might be an interesting read,” says Yanfei. “Though still alive, many Gods are inactive. Maybe there’s someone who had a vendetta against Rex Lapis.”

Heizou raises his head to look her in the eye. “You think he’s dead too, then?”

She rolls her bottom lip between her teeth in reply, pulling at the dry skin on it, before giving a shrug. “I… don’t know what to think, actually.”

He recalls what Yun Jin told him. “Didn’t the Qixing call it an ‘assassination from beyond our plane?’”

“That’s a common interpretation,” Yanfei nods, “but they also said some stuff about some ‘heavenly trial’ or other… I dunno, it got real confusing real quick. But that’s why you’re here, right?” She brightens up, placing both hands on her knees as she leans forward. “There’s still a lot of uncertainties regarding his death. If you can figure out everything to the minute detail, and give the people what they’ve been looking for… perhaps we can finally move on.”

Heizou mulls over his question for a moment, tapping his pen on his notepad. “What do you currently think about this?”

She shrugs, her gaze wandering off to the maze of bookcases. “I thought I had a clear idea in my mind, but… then a detective showed up – and not just any detective.” She bumps his shoulder with her own. “Word is spreading pretty quick, you know. You’ve given people hope.”

“To prove he’s alive?” Heizou asks.

“No,” she says, with a smile that doesn’t reach her eyes. “To give us an answer.”

A short lull falls in their conversation. Heizou takes this time to let this new information sink in – and though he’s spent the better half of his week here in this library, it’s only now that he notices the soft noises that bathe this building in warmth: the turn of a page, the creaking of the librarian’s cart, and the scratch of pen on paper by students cramming for their tests.

“I can get you a detailed account of the last rite,” begins Yanfei. “Eyewitness reports, the results of the millelith’s investigation, an itemised list of everything procured for the ceremony by the funeral parlour – the whole shebang.”

“I’ve already sent an invoice,” says Heizou, which only serves to harden Yanfei’s determination.

“And I can put a little fire under that invoice’s tail.” She smirks as she stands up from her chair. “Give me two days – I’ll come find you. Until then, I guess… just. Enjoy your vacation?”

Though relief washes over him, there’s still a tingling sensation in his hands – so he moves to clear up his table, stacking books and shoving notes together. “Thank you—” he smiles, “—but sitting still has never really been my style.”

“Good,” Yanfei laughs, “neither is it mine.” She pulls a watch on a golden chain from the pocket in her skirt, inspects it briefly, then moves to pick up the other book she put on the table. “Look, I gotta run. I’ll catch ya later!”

With an enthusiastic wave, she departs, and he turns his attention back toward the chapter she pointed out to him.

For the next ten minutes, he reads through the section, summarizing it for himself in hasty scribbles only he can decipher. True to the stories, Rex Lapis fought tooth and nail for the safety of Liyue, imprisoning deities who would destroy the nation’s peace beneath mountain and sea alike.

And just as few Gods still walk Teyvat, there is little known about the Gods of Celestia, and anyone who would wish harm on the Lord of Geo.

… Having hit a wall for now, he heaves the book closed and charts a course for the catalogue cabinet, which leads him to a dusty, little-used corner of the library where he finds a register of local businesses.

Sadly, the entry for Wangsheng Funeral Parlour holds nothing he didn’t already know, and to leaf through the citizen registry, he’d require special permission from the ministry – another dead end.

Well, he’s nothing if not persistent.

He wanders between the bookcases, eventually picking up a tome on visions he’s already gone through, just in case he has missed anything.

…

He jolts awake sometime later, book page sticking to his cheek, hair in his eyes, disoriented and so, so thirsty. The glow of a late afternoon cascades over him, painting his table in an orange hue.

What he dreamt of, he cannot recall – but it reminds him of treasures thrown out the window, of resolve taken shape and grown into a stone while he slept—

—of a brother, who begs him to come home.

He leaves the library without another word, the librarians’ goodbye just barely registering, and has to suppress a whole-body shudder.

… Perhaps he does require a bit of a break.

~

Only once he’s scarfing down a bowl of fried rice does he realize how much he’s starving. He sits in a little-used walkway off the side of the road, close to the food stall he ordered from. Stray beams of sunlight warm his back while his legs, stuck in the shadow of a nearby building, are cold as ice.

For a blissful moment, his world is only the blistering heat of his sun-warmed haori, the wind in his hair, and a symphony of flavours singing on his tongue.

“Greetings, detective.”

A stray kernel shoots into the back of his throat.

A hand appears on his back, offering slight relief as he proceeds to hack his lungs out.

“In greed the deer does

bite off more than he can chew—

rice quells him no more.”

Throat raw, he throws a glance over his shoulder to find the ronin by his side, a shit-eating grin on his lips. “Very funny, Kazuha.”

When he looks to his other side, he finds Tama nose-deep in his bowl fishing for braised pork – he yanks the bowl away from her. “Hey!” Tama yowls loudly in indignation, clawing at his chest to get closer to her sweet, sweet prize.

Kazuha, ever the charmer, merely laughs at his misfortune. He takes a seat on the ledge next to Heizou and holds out his hand for the bowl of rice – he’s lost interest, now that Tama has stuck her nose into it. He passes it over, and without a single care for general hygiene, Kazuha shovels the last bits of rice inside.

“I’m glad to have run into you again,” he says, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand – not quite the behaviour you’d expect of a former lord. Heizou feels the corners of his lips twitch at the sight. “I had completed my list of tasks sooner than anticipated, and found myself with some free time to visit friends.” The ronin’s brow raises, lips curling into a smile. “They spoke highly of you.”

Heizou pauses. “Me?”

“Well, unless there’s another detective from Inazuma around here who’s currently pulling apart the threads of a heaven-made plot,” he laughs, “then I assume they meant you.”

“Do I know them?”

Kazuha nods. He pulls Tama into his lap to rub at her cheeks and fold her ears inside out to tease her. “Xiangling, Xinyan… especially Yun Jin holds you in high esteem – says you kicked the gears right out of a ruin hunter.”

For the briefest of moments, Heizou marvels at how small the world is. “She’s laying it on a bit thick,” he huffs, ignoring the way his ears tingle with warmth at the praise. “It’s her who killed it in the end.”

Tama, fed up with the poking and prodding, hops down the ledge to sit by their feet.

“It’s not just them,” continues Kazuha. “I’ve heard it on the wind: hundreds of people already sing your praises in the city. You’re making quite a name for yourself, detective.”

Which, Heizou knows, is exactly what he shouldn’t do, lest the Qixing catch wind of his intentions – but he can’t help it. If someone requires assistance with a mystery, he cannot leave in good conscience.

If it’s just because of the mystery, or something else, too… he cannot say.

Kazuha has found a sudden interest in the honey-coloured leaves of a nearby tree. Unwilling to break the silence, Heizou moves to return his bowl to the vendor. Upon his return (really, not even ten seconds later), Kazuha has risen from his seat, too. Tama rests on the ronin’s shoulders while he holds his hands before him, folded – a slight tremble to them.

… Hm?

“Would you…” Kazuha begins, breathing even, gaze steady – but his hands betray him.

“Would I…?”

“… care to join me for tea?” he finishes. “I feel sorry for disturbing your supper. Allow me to treat you.”

“Well, who am I to refuse free dessert?” Heizou chuckles. “Lead the way.”

He walks on the ronin’s left, following at a moderate pace not even a half-step behind. Instead of the usual side ponytail, Kazuha has pulled his hair into a low bun, held together by a tie and decorated with small, silk flowers. His clothing, too, is different from what he’s seen before – less casual, more flowy, leaving… less to the imagination.

… Heizou wrenches his gaze away from the ronin’s neckline.

Wait— the trembling, the nicer garments… Heizou briefly entertains the idea of Kazuha going on a date with somebody, then dispels the thought. If he was, he wouldn’t have invited him for a spot of tea at this moment.

Just who is he trying to impress?

After a short walk, Kazuha scales the steps to a small teahouse wedged between two larger buildings. Little sunlight reaches its windows, which appears to be a regular occurrence for the establishment. Inside, lanterns are already lit, and candles are burning up the last of their wicks.

Kazuha holds the door for him, and together they place their orders and move further inside to find a table. The place is set up like a maze – dark, with few light sources spread around, and burgundy cloths are pinned to the ceiling to give each table the illusion of privacy. The waft of incense is inescapable.

It makes sense Kazuha brought him here. The man has a knack for appreciating the things others barely glance over – and that includes well-hidden tea shops.

There’s a handful of customers inside, but as they move past a particular table, Heizou feels a thrum in his veins and turns his head to look – long, brown hair. A twinkle in the man’s golden eyes upon spotting him.

“Ah, Sir Shikanoin,” greets Zhongli. “How fares the hunt?”

He pauses, not knowing quite what to think. Finding Zhongli here is… perfect, but a little too convenient. Unwilling to give an opening for the man to become apprehensive at his hesitance, he hooks his thumb into a pocket, his stance relaxing.

“Better,” he nods. He pauses, one eyebrow rising. “Why the change of heart?”

“Hm?”

“Yanfei – you asked her to look for me, didn’t you?” He doesn’t give Zhongli the chance to respond – they both know the answer. “You thought she could help me.”

“I did,” says Zhongli. “I do.”

He drops into a chair beside Zhongli. Kazuha, who was a few paces ahead, turns around, confusion in his gaze and apprehension in his gait. “Thus, my query,” says Heizou: “why?”

Zhongli takes an insufferably long, drawn-out sip from his tea. Pinky-up, he places the cup back on the table.

“Because the sooner you realize you won’t find your answer in a book, or a scroll, or a report,” he smiles – eyes too bright, teeth too white, “the better.”

A hand is placed on his shoulder – warm. Familiar.

“Heizou,” says Kazuha, his voice sounding a million miles away. His fingers curl into the fabric of his haori ever so slightly. “Is everything alright?”

But he cannot help the widening of his eyes, nor the way his jaw clenches— and especially not the freezing dread that clambers up his spine.

There is no way this man is mortal, no way he doesn’t know something that will throw Liyue into utter disarray – and he’s just toying with him, putting the information right under his nose, then pulling it away at the very last second.

Distaste grows in his chest, rising like bile until it sits uncomfortably at the back of his tongue.

Zhongli turns his gaze to Kazuha, recognition in his eyes. “Ah— Sir Kaedehara, am I correct? Madam Beidou has told me quite a lot about you.” Then, his gaze travels downward, down to the ronin’s neckline— and flicks back toward Heizou. “Am… am I interrupting something?”

Without another word, Heizou clambers out of his seat and stalks to the very back of the teahouse, Kazuha hot at his heels. He finds a table behind an overflowing, open-backed bookcase and drops down harshly into an empty chair, his hands flying upward to rub at his temple.

The clacking of wooden soles approaches, and a chair is pulled from another table to bring toward his.

“I’m fine, Kazuha,” Heizou says without opening his eyes. “That guy is just… getting on my nerves.”

On the opposite side of the table, he hears Kazuha exhale, long and deep. “That was… mister Zhongli, correct?” Heizou nods. “Beidou has told me about him – if I recall, she described him as such: friendly with everyone, but friends with no one. Also, from time to time… eff-ing weird.” He coughs – a bit embarrassed, most likely. Heizou can’t help but let out a snort, instantly feeling his mood lighten.

“I assume Beidou did drop an F-bomb there.”

“The Captain and I’s vocabularies are colourful in completely opposite directions.”

A waitress brings over their tea, as well as a plate of almond cookies Kazuha ordered for them to share.

After a moment of sipping tea in silence, Kazuha clears his throat, wiping crumbs from the corner of his mouth with a thumb.

“I must confess, I have heard about more than just your exploits.” At Heizou’s nod, he continues. “It’s why I’m glad I found you today – some things are better said in person than in a letter.”

Kazuha folds his hands atop the table, gathering a breath of strength.

“The Qixing has taken note of you.” Before alarm even has a chance to settle in his lungs, Kazuha continues. “It doesn’t seem like they’ll take action against you.”

Heizou says the only thing he can think of.

“Why?”

“I don’t know,” Kazuha admits, his brows knitting together. “You have most folk sitting at the edge of their seats. Whether you bring good news or bad, you are bound to cause quite a stir in Liyue either way.”

Suddenly, the scenery through the tiny window next to them seems like the most interesting thing in the world. Heizou plays with the crumbs on his plate, rolling his bottom lip between his teeth.

“And what might ‘good news’ be to them?” he asks, after a beat of silence.

“I suppose it’d depend on who you ask.” Heizou blinks, looking back at the ronin. “Either way, I wouldn’t worry about it. The Qixing is turning a blind eye to your presence – I assume that’s more important to you.”

Heizou nods, letting the words sink in for a moment. “Anything else?”

“Pardon?”

“Anything else you ‘hear on the wind’ about me?”

“Mostly about how you’ve helped many, despite only having been here for just over a week. A broken plate here, a lost cat there.” The last almond cookie, he breaks through the middle, taking one half for himself and passing the other to Heizou. “And, excuse my saying this, but many… find your appearance a breath of fresh air.”

“Oh?” Heizou laughs, delighting in the hint of pink that colours the ronin’s cheekbones. He takes his half of the cookie – it has never tasted sweeter. “Do tell.”

Kazuha coughs in his fist – a crumb gone down the wrong pipe, most likely. “Folks are looking forward to seeing you in the streets— or, or so I’ve heard, of course. I’d say you have garnered many an admirer.”

… Huh. That’s… new. He knows he’s not too hard on the eyes, but… admirers? That seems like a tad too much.

“I—In any case,” Kazuha continues, “there was one more thing I wished to discuss with you.”

“Shoot,” says Heizou.

“I have done a bit of research of my own, and found something you might be interested in.” He pulls a journal from one of his pockets, leafs through it until he finds a loose piece of paper, and presents it to Heizou, who leans forward to read it – an address. From what he can recall, it’s located only a stone’s throw away from the harbour.

Catching Heizou’s quizzical glance, he smiles. “I’ve already gone there once before. It’s a small shrine. Followers of Rex Lapis congregate there.” A pause. “They vehemently believe the Lord of Geo will be reborn and, eventually, return to them.”

Heizou pauses. “Is that possible?”

Kazuha says nothing. Tama jumps down from the bookshelf and settles in the ronin’s lap, bumping her head into his stomach in gentle support.

“So little is known about Gods, I… I cannot say. I believe in Sumeru, a new Archon was born to take Lord Rukkhadevata’s place, but who is to say it’ll happen like that every time?” He scratches Tama beneath her chin, a soft smile forming on his lips as she purrs softly. “Perhaps Rex Lapis’ successor will be a God that already walks Teyvat.”

“I dunno,” Heizou hums, “not a lot of Gods to go around these days. Besides— and I’m just spitballing here— but say you’re one of few that boasts some heavenly powers and immortality, would you even want to be a God? Or an Archon, at that?”

Opposite of him, Kazuha’s smile widens – good. It looks much better on him than the grimace he wore previously.

“True, it does not sound like a life that would appeal to me.”

“In most cases, Gods are made – not born,” a voice says from the bookcase’s opposite side. Without thinking (which might be a first for him), Heizou places both hands on the spines of some heavy volumes, pushing them through to the other side and onto their eavesdropper.

“Ow.”

… Three whole seconds later, Zhongli appears by their table, some complex-looking tomes in hand as he attempts to straighten their pages. “Must you?” he sighs. “I thought you would welcome my help.”

Though shoving books onto the man felt cathartic, in a way punting ne’er-do-wells across Narukami quite rarely does, the concern in Kazuha’s gaze douses whatever remains of that particular flame.

He stands up and, instead, says: “I would, if you were intent on actually helping me—”

—the legs of Kazuha’s chair scrape across the floorboards.

He stands, barely reaching up to Zhongli’s shoulders, and even with a fluffy cloud of a cat in his arms, the ronin doesn’t just ask for respect – he demands it, stunning the funeral consultant into silence.

Heizou feels his heart do a little leap.

“Sir Zhongli,” Kazuha begins, tone honey-coated, “just as Captain Beidou has told you about me – so, in turn, has she told me about you.”

That icy stoicism he wore when Heizou declared his intention to dig a God out of their grave, Zhongli shows again with Kazuha. His gloved hand clenches around the tomes, and his expression is nothing but hard lines and sharp angles.

But Kazuha is not deterred.

“She has told me you two met whilst drinking,” he continues. “You attempted to match her pace, and by the end of the night, were emptying your stomach in a shrub by the roadside.”

A short lull falls as Kazuha seems to gauge Zhongli’s reaction. He appears calm, undeterred – but Heizou notices a twinge in his brow, a twitch to his finger.

“But,” Kazuha continues, “the reason I remember this is not because it’s, all in all, a funny anecdote – it’s because when I asked her what you two spoke of that night, she couldn’t name a single thing. All night long, you had diverted conversation away from yourself. You had spent hours together, yet you were a stranger to her.” A pause. “And yet, she held back your hair for you.”

Zhongli says nothing. Kazuha advances, stepping closer until they’re nearly nose-to-nose.

“Do you want to know why she did that? Because she is a good person. Heizou is a good person, and he does hard, necessary work. And if you have no intent to either help him, genuinely, or offer emotional support,” he says, not even a tremble to his lip, “I kindly request you show yourself out.”

…

“… You are just as she described,” Zhongli says, after a silence too long. The crow’s feet near his eyes crinkle, his chest puffs up in pride – strange. “A storm in the guise of a breeze.” He nods, placing the books on their table. “I will bow out for now, detective – may our next meeting be a pleasant one.” And then he leaves without another word—

—and Heizou sinks back into his chair.

“Man alive,” he breathes, “what the hell have I gotten myself into?”

Kazuha drags his chair next to Heizou’s and sits down, placing a comforting hand on his back. “I know it wasn’t your intention,” he says, carefully, “but all of Liyue now looks to you – not just because of what you intend to do, but because you can’t stop being you.”

His eyes flutter open, and he looks to Kazuha for answers.

“One minute, you unravel mysteries no one dares to unravel, and the next, you help half the city with missing items, solve neighbourly disputes, and so on. Your aspirations, your resolve… they’re intrinsically intertwined. It’s…” he looks away from Heizou’s gaze, the pink tinge returning to his cheeks, “… admirable. Captivating, even.”

He picks up the note from the table, folds it twice, and hands it to Heizou. The day’s last light manages to peek through the windows, illuminating Kazuha just so that a golden glow appears behind him, ancient and heavenly – a blazing outline that has always existed, even when he couldn’t see.

“Let’s go tomorrow,” Kazuha says, “together.”

Tama jumps onto Heizou’s lap, meowing loudly and getting hair everywhere – but he finds he doesn’t mind so much, all of a sudden.

“And with Tama, of course.” The ronin’s laughter is like a balm to his wounds. “But for now… what would you say to dinner at Wanmin restaurant?”

“We just ate,” Heizou sighs, fondness creeping into his tone.

Kazuha smiles, his hand disappearing into the depths of Tama’s fur. “I know, I know— but some friends of ours have made plans to eat there this evening. I’m sure they’d love to see how you are faring, as well.”

As if stumbling over a loose pebble in the road, Heizou mentally trips and comes to a grinding halt – friends. He… wasn’t aware they saw him as such. Unless Kazuha uses the term loosely. But even so, he finds he doesn’t really mind. His reaction to the word has answered his own query.

… Sometimes, he hated being so good at reading others. It makes hiding things from himself ever so difficult.

So, he says: “Sure. I could go for seconds.” A grin. “Especially if you’re paying.”

“You wound me, detective – and my wallet.”

~

Instead of going straight to Wanmin restaurant, Kazuha leads Heizou down the roads less travelled: an alleyway in which glaze lilies grow through cracks in the pavers; the back of an empty fish stall where kittens congregate; a tiny porch on which three ancient women, between rounds of cards, share a bottle of gouqi jiu – wine brewed from burgundy wolfhook berries.

For a moment, he sees the world as Kazuha does: where all the little, impermanent things might as well last forever.

They reach the restaurant once the sky is well and truly coloured in indigo hues, and the light inside calls to them like a beacon out at sea. It’s crowded inside, and the warmth washes over them like a rolling wave.

“Kazuha! Over here!” a voice calls loudly. One glance reveals it to be Xinyan, waving her arm to beckon them. Heizou follows behind Kazuha, squeezing between the seats and many customers to reach her.

She’s seated near the back, together with two youngsters Heizou has never seen before, captain Beidou, and Yun Jin.

At the sight of him, Yun Jin’s face lights up. She eagerly pulls out a chair for him, which he takes.

“Heizou!” she greets, voice overflowing with enthusiasm. “How wonderful to see you again!”

“It’s wonderful to see you too,” Heizou responds, meaning every word.

Beidou pulls Kazuha into a side-hug, and manages to reach far enough to ruffle the back of Heizou’s hair in greeting. Xiangling bounds over, a drink for him already on her tray.

The two youngsters look up just long enough from their work to introduce themselves – Chongyun and Xingqiu. They seem to be a bit younger than Xiangling – in their mid to late teens, most likely.

The table is small, much too small for all of them. Their knees knock together underneath. An apology for stepping on someone else’s foot rings out every few minutes. The table is piled high with steaming dishes, drinks, and Xingqiu’s books. Xinyan’s ruan leans against the table, Beidou has placed her scabbard on top of it – but it’s busy and loud in a way that fills his chest to the brim with warmth.

He can’t recall the last time he ate dinner, and love was passed around as frequently as rice.

Yun Jin holds her hand to his ear, and leans in closer: she’s had a bit to drink, but not enough to get tipsy. Still, her breath on the shell of his ear tickles, and sweet wine curls around every syllable she speaks.

“I’m glad you could make it,” she whispers. “It’s been a while since I’ve had dinner with so much good company.”

Whether it’s caused by drink or something else, he’s not quite sure – but his ears tingle with warmth all the same.

Sometime later in the evening, as the dinner rush dies down, Heizou’s gaze wanders around the restaurant, and lands on Xiangling, standing in the kitchen doorway with an older man – her father, most likely. The two trade words, but Heizou can’t hear over the din of lingering customers.

Then Xiangling beckons him down to whisper to him, which gets the both of them laughing. He pushes a plate of snacks into her hands, whispers something back to her, then gains a kiss on the cheek and a hearty ‘thank you!’ from his daughter.

Heizou stares at them with a lump in his throat.

Xiangling bounds back over to them, a plate piled high with shrimp croquettes in her arms, and presents it with a flourish. “Ta-dah! On the house!”

Everyone descends on the snacks, but Heizou finds he has lost his appetite. Tama, sensing an opportunity, swipes a croquette from the plate and takes her prize underneath the table to feast upon it in peace.

…

And then Kazuha holds his wrist, fingers ghosting above the skin as if afraid his touch might burn.

He had followed Heizou’s gaze. He knows.

How long can one be without a father, before it begins to hurt less? But, unlike Kazuha, who is the sole heir to the Kaedehara name, Heizou’s father lives, still.

And if only he and his father both could’ve been more stubborn, could’ve been more unforgiving… he might miss him less.

… He lets his hand linger, finding comfort in the way Kazuha’s fingers, ever so hesitantly, move up to rest between his own and give a soft squeeze – until Heizou can’t take it any longer and pulls his hand away and into his lap.

And the fault is no one’s.

And the fault is his father’s.

…

And the fault is his own.
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    “Fifty-three seconds,” Heizou mumbles to himself. “Huh. That’s a new record.”

He takes his vision from his pocket, holding it up between two fingers until it catches the light just right—

—a vision he had left on the nightstand in his room.

The proprietress of Baiju Guesthouse must think he’s gone mad, having climbed the stairs up to his room close to a dozen times just this morning, but oh well. Such is the price to pay for research.

He’s read about this: it’s the connection between allogene and vision, a certain magnetic pull that, apparently, doesn’t give a damn about logical science and the laws of nature. He’s never felt the desire to experience it for himself – up until this morning, that is.

It truly is quite fascinating, how such a little stone can bend the fabric of space to never leave your side. But, he supposes they’re coveted, heavenly artifacts for a reason.

And thus, he drops the thing in a bush by the entrance.

He goes back up to his room – the last time for today until he has to retire for the night, of course – and gathers his things together. Kazuha is most likely already waiting for him near the city’s bounds.

Before departing, he shrugs off his haori and peels off his gloves, dutifully rubbing some ointment into the scabs on his palms and the red streaks on his arms. So far, his wounds and bruises are all he has to show for his efforts – wonderful.

He’d have to come up with concrete evidence, and fast. If not for the case, then definitely for his state of mind.

…

There. He’d been waiting for it: that strange sensation in his chest, as if his insides had shifted to accommodate an extra organ.

Pulling his gloves back on, he wraps one hand around the knob of his bedside drawer, pulls harshly—

—his vision rattles around inside, bumping against the sides of the drawer as if it’s little more than a cheap trinket. He plucks it out, shining it for a moment before strapping it to his waist. Fidgeting with it for a moment, his mind is far away as Kazuha’s words from yesterday ring in his ears like a discordant melody.

Truthfully, he refuses to believe he is the first who has attempted to dig deeper into this whole Rex-Lapis-drops-dead business. Though he has not had the pleasure of running into one of the Qixing’s members personally, he reckons their eyes are everywhere.

If they find him to be too troublesome, disturber of peace that he is, all they’d have to do is snap their fingers and have the Millelith haul him away.

Then again, perhaps they aren’t interfering, because…

… because he’s right about this. If the Qixing know something about Rex Lapis that the general populace doesn’t, and they make a move to deal with someone trying to find the truth, it would only paint them in a bad light.

Few know his true intentions – but many know his name. It would be quite suspicious if he were to disappear from one day to the next.

As Heizou tightens the laces of his boots, he lets his gaze wander around his room – and the complete and utter state he’s made of it. Some days ago, he’d asked the proprietress if she had a corkboard she wasn’t using, for the purpose of organizing his notes.

Really, it was a noble notion of his.

Now, the corkboard overflows with scraps of paper, hastily-written notes, and a collection of photographs, all strung together with crisscrossing red thread. To the untrained eye, it may look like a mess, but Heizou can untangle the web within seconds – he made it, after all.

His hand wanders to his notebook, laying open upon his sheets. Last night, right before bed, he figured he might as well write down the name of every last adepti and God who could’ve killed Rex Lapis, and cross off any who couldn’t have. Kind of a primitive method, really, but it’s tried and true for a reason.

… Only, he had hit a snare real quick: none of them could’ve. Most names on his list had already passed on by the time of the last rite. Those who remained were his allies – and if not allies, they boasted merely a fraction of the Lord of Geo’s power.

Heizou can’t help but huff a laugh through his nose – really, the only one able to kill Rex Lapis would’ve been Rex Lapis himself.

…

Like a man possessed, Heizou rises from his bed. In his ears, the ocean might as well be a mile away, and he’s deathly aware of his pulse, thundering in his wrists.

“Son of a—” he whispers.

He’s right, he knows he’s right – it would explain everything.

The clues by themselves are usually not that noteworthy: an open end here, a loose thread there. Still, they leave a feeling in the back of your mind that something is off.

But together…!

He’s seen it happen a handful of times before: people who orchestrate their own death, only to pop up a few months later under a new name. They direct conversations away from themselves. They try to put as much distance as possible between past and present. Despite their best efforts, they know too much – more than they should or possibly could know.

And his perpetrator ventures through ruins without breaking a sweat. He sits, and observes, and he smiles at the right moments. He allows himself to be a stranger to everyone around him.

One thing he didn’t prepare for, though, was for a God to pull such a painfully human trick out of his sleeve.

… He can’t just loudly proclaim his findings, though. As far as anyone else is concerned, it’s merely a theory at this point—no, nonono, he’ll need evidence. Irrefutable proof—

—and he knows where to find it.

And now, this is what he’s been waiting for: the thrum in his chest like an oncoming parade, the tingle in his fingertips, and the curl of his lips that spreads into a full-blown grin.

It’s sweeter than any dessert, more exhilarating than any thrill ride: the knowledge that the case is finally, finally turning in his favour.

He leaves his room in a hurry, and within minutes, he has not one, not two, but three workers after him as he bolts through the funeral parlour. He throws open the door to Zhongli’s office – the man jumps in his seat, nearly spilling his tea over a stack of documents.

“Sir Zhongli,” he greets, failing miserably at keeping the utterly deranged glee out of his tone, “what say you and I go on a little excursion?”

~

Kazuha looks at him as if he just announced he’s giving up and going home. ‘Oh well!’ or something like that. ‘I tried my best! Nothing that can be done about it,’ and so on and so forth.

To be fair, he did cross the bridge by Chihu Rock with Zhongli in tow – the same man Kazuha read to hell and back not even a full twenty-four hours ago… and he’s smiling like an idiot in the presence of the funeral consultant. That probably doesn’t help his case either.

“Uh,” Kazuha begins because, really, what else is there to say at a moment like this? “Sir Zhongli— why don’t you go on ahead? I need to discuss some matters with Heizou for a moment.”

Zhongli bows slightly before heading into the shrine, which is little more than a converted family home. Once the man is well and truly out of both sight and earshot, Kazuha turns to him.

“Heizou,” he breathes in, “with all due respect: might there be something wrong with you?”

“Aw, Kazuha,” Heizou chuckles, “charming as always.”

That only serves to deepen Kazuha’s frown. “I’m serious, Heizou. Are you ill? Do you feel unwell?” He presses a hand to Heizou’s forehead, checking for any change in temperature.

“I’m fine, Kazuha. I promise.” Heizou nudges Kazuha’s hand off his temple with a chuckle, taking hold of both the ronin’s hands. “I’m better than ever, actually.”

Kazuha’s lips part and close like a fish on dry land, his gaze resting on his hands, folded into Heizou’s own. A pink hue climbs up the ronin’s neck and settles onto his cheeks – perhaps he feels a bit unwell himself.

“It’s just— you looked about ready to throw in the towel yesterday,” Kazuha says, voice sounding so sad, so agonized – as if he holds a stake as well in the chasing of Gods.

But, Heizou thinks, perhaps he does. To share one’s aspirations, one’s pain and joy and victories and failures: is that not what’s meant to happen when your life ties into that of another?

And, wow, Heizou thinks as well, it’s kind of sad I’m first experiencing this at the age of twenty-fucking-three.

Kazuha, thankfully, appears oblivious to the proverbial house fire raging in Heizou’s brain. He opens his mouth to say more, possibly to insist Heizou takes a day to rest, but realization blossoms on his face after a beat.

“Did you solve it?” he asks, leaning closer, as if afraid the words might break between them if they have to travel farther.

Heizou nods, unable to help a grin from spreading on his lips. “I believe so, yes. I just need a bit of decisive evidence to really lock it into place, and that guy—” he points toward the shrine, “—is the key to cracking this thing wide open.”

The ronin turns his head to the shrine in which Zhongli disappeared. Hesitance pulls at his brow, but after a beat…

“Alright,” he says.

“Alright,” Heizou echoes. “Now, let’s go in there and act natural.”

Kazuha looks to the heavens. “Gods Almighty,” he breathes.

…

True to his expectations, the house is sparsely decorated, save for the table at the very back, draped in a white cloth and dotted with incense and offerings. People are seated on the floor, heads bowed in silent prayer—

—and Zhongli stands near the entrance, an inscrutable expression twisting his face.

Kazuha lets go of his hand to move closer to the shrine, while Heizou remains at the entrance with Zhongli, both standing still as statues. He takes a deep breath.

Elemental sight is not a skill that comes easily to him. While all allogenes can do it, just like walking and reading it is a skill that must be honed. And yes, some are more naturally gifted at it than others. Nonetheless, it has helped him on certain occasions. Though it pains him to admit it, sometimes, even his intuition just doesn’t cut it.

Thought, that first day in the harbour, at the top of Liyue Harbor near the grand censer – that wasn’t elemental sight. It assaulted him like a crashing wave, filling every crevice of his body with salt and foam.

That raw energy was unlike anything he’d ever felt.

… He feels nothing of the sort here – still, it doesn’t hurt to look.

Heizou presses his eyes closed, focusing his energy to the forefront of his mind, waiting until he feels the shift from deep within him – and then he opens his eyes, and the world has taken on a watery film.

Cyan colours every breath Kazuha expels. The wisps of smoke wafting from the incense emit the faintest of red hues.

When he glances at Zhongli, he sees nothing out of the ordinary. He moves his gaze upward, daring to look at the consultant’s face—

—Zhongli is staring back at him.

He blinks, elemental sight dispelling like a candle snuffed. Zhongli is already out the door.

Not even a minute later, Kazuha tip-toes up to him, nudging his head towards the entrance in silent question. Together, they take their leave and find the funeral consultant just a few paces out the door. With both hands clasped behind his back, he barely acknowledges the two of them as they approach and join him at the edge of the terrace.

“… Perhaps it is merely my way of looking at things,” Kazuha mumbles because, somehow, the silence has to break, “but I do not understand their insistence of the Lord of Geo’s return.” Tama weaves between the ronin’s legs, and Kazuha plucks her from the grass to hold her against his chest. “What good is calling to a God who can’t answer?”

In some way, he can understand Kazuha’s stance on the subject – his few brush-ins with a deity have been less than pleasant.

During the Vision Hunt Decree, throughout all five years, people prayed endlessly. They begged and pleaded for their children to be spared, because they saw the husk their neighbour had become, or the ghost of her former self the provisioner’s daughter had turned into.

They wished for the Electro Archon to return to whom she once was. But that implies there must be a difference between past and present – an unthinkable notion for the Lady of Eternity.

And then lightning had split the palace in twain.

Praying had been worthless, all five years long. Overnight, visions were returned to their rightful owners, as well as bags and bags of mora – the Tenryou Commission’s attempt at sweeping this whole ordeal under the rug.

A change of heart she, Her Eternal Grace, may have had, but she has sown the seeds of dissent nonetheless. And, whether she likes it or not, the people will feast on the bounty of that dissent longer than any eternity may last.

… Heizou lets his gaze settle on the adeptus beside him.

“Or won’t answer,” Heizou says. “I’d argue there’s a difference.”

He looks away just as Zhongli flicks his gaze to him.

“… Well, this has been quite an enlightening experience,” says Zhongli, straightening his suit jacket, “but I really must be getting on my way.”

“Just a moment, if you please.” Heizou steps forward, blocking his path toward the staircase down to the main road. “I have a few more questions I’d like some answers to.”

Zhongli sighs – barely a wisp of breath through his nose. “I assure you, you already know everything I have to say on the matter.”

Yeah, Heizou doubts that. But he relents for now, adopting a more open stance. “Actually, I was wondering if I could probe your mind for something else. You know much about ancient history, but am I wrong in assuming you know a lot about recent goings-on, also? Say, at least anything that has happened in the past six months?”

Zhongli blinks. “You are not.”

“Then,” Heizou continues, “would you happen to know if there have been others?”

Zhongli’s brow knits in confusion. “Excuse me?”

“You’re excused,” Heizou says, struggling to keep the smile off of his lips. “What I mean is: have there been others— like me?”

At first, Zhongli merely regards him as if he’s speaking a different language – then he breaks, polite laughter ringing out, fingers curled into a loose fist rising to his lips.

For the man’s numerous smiles flashed, laughter sounds foreign coming from him, as if he rarely ever has a reason to do so. Then he looks at Heizou, a strange look of pride in his eyes.

“Oh, detective,” he chuckles, “there is absolutely no one like you.”

It’s not the answer he was looking for – but no matter. He predicts tomorrow, Yanfei will bring him everything he might possibly want to know about both rite and funeral.

Zhongli bows slightly, stepping around Heizou. “If that was all,” he hums, “I should get back to work. Sir Shikanoin—” he turns to Kazuha, giving him a curt bow as well, “—Sir Kaedehara.”

He leaves without another word.

Like the wind’s whisper, Kazuha joins Heizou at his side, watching the man walk back over the bridge to Chihu Rock. The amber glow of a geo vision shimmers at the small of his back.

Kazuha takes a breath. “Heiz—”

“He has a vision,” says Heizou. He feels a twitch in his fingers, a certain shakiness to his breath. “I didn’t see one on him when we first met.”

Which, on second thought, is odd. Sure, he might’ve had it in his pocket or something like that, but the silver chain at the back of his suit jacket seems like it was made to hold his vision specifically.

Then again, as the prime adeptus – would he even need a vision? To use his powers… probably not. But to not appear suspicious if he were to use geo energy in the vicinity of mortals? Very much so.

It’s not quite forbidden to hide a vision if you own one, either, but… most allogenes take pride in them, and choose to display them on their person. But if, say, just for argument’s sake, he does require one, and he didn’t have one on him in the ruins, then—!

All of a sudden, Tama is unceremoniously dumped in his arms. He struggles for a moment to support her as she digs her nails into his shoulder (ow, ow, ow!), but soon enough, she snuggles into the crook of his arm, purring softly and happily.

… Unlike her owner, who stares at him with crossed arms and a scowl that could halt the breeze in its tracks.

“I’ve been trying to get your attention for a while,” Kazuha says, a tinge of irritation laced throughout – so unlike him. “We should talk.”

“… About what?” Heizou says. Trepidation crawls up his spine.

“About yesterday. About what happened at the restaura—”

Nope, nope nope nope, this is not a conversation he wants to partake in. Though it hurts to give Tama back— hurts even worse to duck and weave around something clearly important to Kazuha— he takes a step backward to the staircase.

“Actually,” he laughs, tremulous, “can this wait? I still have a lot to do as well. Y’know, plots to foil, mysteries to unravel— the whole nine yards. You get it, right?”

…

“I can’t say I do, detective.”

Kazuha refuses to look him in the eye. The watery tinge of unshed tears plays at his lower lids as he keeps his gaze firmly on Tama—

—and oh, it hurts. Heizou never imagined a hurt like this existing. The title, once said with such endearment, now sounds like poison coming from his mouth.

“You are not the type to sit idly by and rest, I know,” he breathes in, sharply, “it is not in your nature. But I am afraid, if you don’t initiate a period of rest yourself – sooner or later, life will force you to.”

Silence reigns between them.

“I think you’re aware, better than anyone,” Kazuha murmurs, “that you have left Inazuma for more than just a mystery.”

…

“We’ll talk about it,” Heizou whispers in reply. Unlike Tama’s nails, his own are dull – but they dig like claws into his arm nonetheless. “Later. I promise.”

The grass rustles as Kazuha steps forward – and though only slightly taller he may be, he still hunches forward to look up into Heizou’s eyes, asking silently for him to initiate, to intertwine their gazes.

For a brief moment, his mind blanks in the ronin’s presence. They’re close, nearly unbearably so – and as a last bid for access, a plead to see into the mind Heizou has kept under lock and key for so long—

—Kazuha takes Heizou’s hand, his warm breath ghosting along ink-stained fingers and knuckles worn and red.

“There is no shame in mourning what you could’ve had,” Kazuha says. “You know that… right?”

I don’t wish to mourn anything, Heizou thinks. I want to make things right, but…

But the task, the idea of it, seems insurmountable. So instead, he nods, allowing Kazuha’s touch to burn him to the bone.

“Take the day off,” he whispers to Heizou. “Please?”

And Heizou, for all his tendency to forge ahead, work till the sun has risen, and wear himself down to his soles—

—with his hands folded in the ronin’s own, he finds he doesn’t have the strength to refuse.

~

The afternoon arrives suddenly and without warning.

Though Heizou tries to honour Kazuha’s wish, he finds himself restless without anything to do. So, after a light lunch, he stops by the library to check out some trashy mystery novel, and takes his find to the koi ponds on the way to Yuehai Pavillion, intent on finding a quiet spot to read.

He’s sat down in the shade of a tree for all of five minutes before he drops his head into the pages, a sigh rippling through him.

The words swim before his eyes. It’s useless – he finds himself re-reading parts more than actually progressing onto the next sentence.

He’s about to pack up and take a walk instead when he’s alerted to the click of heels upon pavement behind him – when he focuses, he feels geo energy, pulsing in every step she takes.

Her flowery perfume reaches him before she does. He looks up, wincing when he has to squint his eyes. Through the tree’s boughs, the sun beats down harshly upon them. The beams flicker around Yun Jin’s face like firelight, and there she stands: completely oblivious to her own radiance.

“Good afternoon, Heizou,” Yun Jin laughs. “What luck, to find you here.”

“Luck?” Heizou smiles, toothy and wide, shutting his book with one hand. “How so?”

She shrugs, humming to herself. “I just wasn’t expecting it, that’s all.” She drops to her knees beside him, watching silently as people go about their day around them. From time to time, her gaze flicks to him, smile growing larger and larger as he fails to catch her, again and again.

Though worry gnaws at him, still, he feels some of it wash away in her presence.

… It does not go unnoticed by him, of course it doesn’t – the way his own body reacts in Yun Jin and Kazuha’s vicinity both.

Perhaps it is a bit silly of him, but despite the trials, tribulations, and headaches disguised as funeral consultants… he’s glad he’s here. If he hadn’t left, Kazuha might still be a stranger with a familiar name – and Yun Jin’s song reaches far, but cross oceans it cannot.

There is no shame in mourning what you could’ve had. But can you mourn the idea of not having what you do? How bleak, how empty your life could’ve been, had you not taken a plunge into the dark?

A small, quietly selfish part of Heizou wonders if they feel the same about him.

“Anything on your mind?” she asks.

Well, dammit. He supposes this is what he gets for hanging around people who are just as perceptive as himself.

“Nothing you haven’t heard before,” he says. “Still working from dawn till dusk to crack the case. I believe a breakthrough is imminent. Though, I believe my one-minded focus may have… upset Kazuha.”

Yun Jin blinks at him, her smile growing wider… for some reason. “Hm.”

“… Hm?”

“To be fair, he seemed more upset at the prospect of having made you upset,” she laughs. “I ran into him a little while ago. He… asked me to find you. Thought it was best if he gave you some space today.”

Heizou crosses his arms, unable to keep dissatisfaction from pulling at his brow – and becoming even more annoyed once he realizes this.

Though Kazuha’s right, and it probably is for the best… he’d gotten so used to having the ronin by his side. To decide to go without it, even when he doesn’t have to, it makes him feel… off.

“Alright. Come along, then.”

Heizou blinks. “Why?”

“You—” Yun Jin rises to her feet, pulling him up with her, “—are to be my honoured guest for today. Doctor’s orders! Or, well, ronin’s request, I suppose.” She leads him back toward Feiyun Slope, her smile blinding. “Come on!”

Soon enough, they are halfway across Chihu Rock, and Yun Jin is assuring an older opera troupe member – Yunning, he believes her name to be – that she’s fine, and she’s not hurt, and yes, she ate a healthy lunch.

“We have a show tonight,” Yunning says, eyeing Heizou in thinly-veiled annoyance. “You have no time to hang out with friends today.”

Yun Jin pulls him closer in retaliation. “I am well aware of my duties before the show, and am positive he can support me in preparing for it.” Her smile turns cheeky, and a twinkle appears in her eye. She stands before the woman, stance firm and chest puffed. “Besides, he came from all the way across the sea – wouldn’t it be a kind gesture to help him immerse in Liyuan culture?”

Yunning splutters for a moment, then deflates. Heizou cracks a smile. Really, she lost the battle before it had even begun.

True to her word, Yun Jin drags him along all afternoon. First to rehearsals, then to vocal exercises… and she keeps up the chatter all the while, giving him no opportunity to slip back into the darkest recesses of his mind.

In a way, he’s impressed. Mostly he’s impressed that it actually works on him.

As the sun descends toward the horizon, so too approaches the show. It’s a larger opera that they’re putting on— tenfold the scale of what he saw at Uyuu Teahouse, he is told.

With less than an hour to spare, Yun Jin applies her makeup in a small room behind the stage, with Heizou seated on a stool close by.

Though she’s done an excellent job at distracting him, now, in the silence, questions fill his mind. He hungers for knowledge. He’s curious, too. Curious about her.

“I’m aware it’s been a while ago now, but,” Heizou begins, “did you manage to see whatever Zhongli picked up at the chasm?”

Yun Jin lightly dabs more white powder onto her cheekbones. “Not clearly,” she hums, “but I believe it might have been jewellery. Underneath all that dirt and grime, I’m certain there was a golden shimmer to it.”


  Interesting.


She picks up another brush, toying with the bristles. Though her back is turned to him, he can see her expression in the mirror – worry pulls at her brow.

“I hope you had fun today.” Her words are hesitant, as if afraid of the answer she’ll receive. “Preparing for a show is never the most exciting thing, but… you made it a lot better for me.”

He turns to the mirror, making sure to catch her gaze in the reflection.

As he knows she looks to the world for inspiration, for sights to put into writing so they may last a lifetime so, in turn, must she know he looks at the world through a less… rose-coloured lens.

It did not escape his gaze, the way her stance turned rigid whenever another troupe member approached, or whenever Yunning came by to remind her of the time. The hesitance to be one’s self, for you have been burned too many times already… his gut twists at the thought.

Now, where has he heard that before?

“… For what it’s worth,” he says, ignoring the hitch in his throat, “you are much more radiant off-stage than on.”

Yun Jin blinks once, twice, and finally turns around to face him, her lips slightly parted in surprise. She struggles to form words, and Heizou can guess at the blush that must be spreading throughout her cheeks.

“This ‘speaking your mind’ thing might be working a bit too well for you,” she quips, voice soft. Her gaze rests on the floor, lips quirked into a smile. “I didn’t expect you to say something so… embarrassing.”

A laugh ripples through her. She shakes out her hands, and as quickly as it had come, the tension dissipates. She turns to him, nothing but endearment in her eyes, and hooks a foot around his stool to pull him forward. The wooden legs scrape across the floor, and he comes to a stop inches from her.

“Would you like some, too?” she asks, brush in one hand, and a jar with some kind of red powder in the other.

It’s been years since he’s worn makeup, nearly a decade. But he’s older now, and he’s different. He’s more himself now than he was back then.

Now, he can wear it in a way that is true to him.

“Just a touch,” he tells her. “I like to believe I’m more of a natural beauty.”

Her ensuing laughter sounds sweeter than any melody.

The sensation of a brush on his closed eyelids is… weird. He wills himself to keep them shut, lest he gets some pigment right in his eye. After a while, he hears Yun Jin reach for another jar, and a thinner brush travels down the length of his upper lid.

She asks him to open his eyes, and he meets his own gaze in the mirror. Red eyeshadow colours his lids – pinkish near the corners and growing more pigmented as it fans out. The eyeliner, too, is applied with a steady, skilled hand: accentuating, but not so much it stands out.

And Yun Jin looks at his reflection with the eyes of someone who knows him intrinsically – not just because they know what it’s like, but because they live it, too.

“It began as a little inside joke,” she breathes. “My father had named me director of the troupe, and as there was no dip in quality in our operas, someone had said it was as if Sir Yun had never left.”

She blinks back tears, head tilted back so as to not have tracks run through her makeup. Heizou is quick to place a hand on her back, hoping it can offer some small comfort.

“But, before I knew it,” she swallows, “it felt right. More right than I could’ve ever imagined. Sir Yun, Miss Yun, or simply Yun Jin… I am all of them. I am just… me.”

And then she’s wrapped around him, her heartbeat thundering against Heizou’s. His fingers twitch, and before he can think, before he even wants to think about this – his arms are curled around her.

“Thank you,” she whispers in his ear.

“… For what?” he asks.

“For coming all the way here. For crossing an ocean.” A watery laugh bubbles from her chest. “For ending up in my arms.”

Slowly, but more certain than he’s been in weeks, Heizou pulls her closer, hiding his face in the crook of her neck.

“Thank you, too.”

They sit like that for a while, lost in each other’s embrace. His back begins to ache from the awkward position he’s in, but he finds he doesn’t mind, much. He can’t find the strength in himself to pull away—

“Two minutes ‘till curtains!” a stagehand calls.

Yun Jin shoots out of his arms, her back ramrod straight as she takes in her appearance in the mirror, her makeup halfway done and slightly rubbed off on Heizou’s haori.

“Oh, crud,” she hisses, applying the rest of her makeup like a human whirlwind as Heizou struggles to bite back his laughter.

…

The opera’s final note rings out – everything having gone without a hitch, of course. Yun Jin stays behind for a moment to chat with anyone who may beg for her attention, such as journalists and die-hard fans.

Heizou has no need to beg. He doesn’t even need to ask.

Yun Jin untangles herself from the droves of fans, and then she’s at his side and they’re both off to Chihu Rock, makeup still on their faces and Yun Jin’s shoes dangling from her grasp.

And then, they tell him they are just Yun Jin today.

… If Heizou’s heart grows any more, he’s afraid he won’t have any room left for his other organs.

Together, they sit down on a bench away from the main road, drinks in hand, both too buzzed from the day’s activities to catch any sleep anytime soon.

“How is your play coming along, by the way?” Heizou asks after what feels like an hour of just chatting and sharing anything they may think of. It wouldn’t surprise him if it’s already past midnight.

Yun Jin stirs what remains of their milk tea in thought. “Hm… well, after our venture into the ruins, I have spent quite some time thinking, and eventually decided on whose perspective to tell the tale from. Initially, I considered telling it from the eyes of Rex Lapis himself, but… there are already countless stories like that.” Their eyes light up in that way he’s come to recognize: passion. “I wished to write something no one has written before. So in the end, I decided on General Musatas.”

The name rings a bell, however slightly. General Musatas: also known as Indarias, the Flame Yaksha. One of five strongest yakshas tasked with eradicating the lingering souls of fallen Gods. After centuries of slaughtering, she went mad with fear and set her own body ablaze.

… Fun.

“Why her?” he prods.

Yun Jin presses a finger to their bottom lip, head bowed in thought. “Because… most of all, I wondered how it would feel to see someone close to you ascend to a seat of the Seven. You’d feel pride, surely… but also regret, I’d imagine.”

“How come?”

“Because they have gone someplace you cannot follow.”

They spread their hands as if holding a bowl. “Miss Beidou once told me about the safety net.” At Heizou’s quizzical glance, they continue, sliding their fingers between one another. “Every touch, conversation, act of kindness – it weaves a net of human connection. Something for others to fall back on during difficult times.”

But gods are not like humans. They rarely need help, and if they do, would they ask for it? Would they desire to be like humans, in a moment like that? Would it scare them that they would think so?

“So, you imagine all Indarias and the other Yakshas could do was weave a net, cast it out…” Heizou hums.

“… and hope Rex Lapis would never need it,” Yun Jin finishes. “Miss Beidou must’ve told Sir Zhongli the same story once, as well. He recommended I forgo the rigid structure of legends, and instead turn my focus towards the people.” They pause for a beat, a ghost of a smile passing along their lips. “Legends inspire awe, true, but in my humble opinion… they can never compare to the majesty of everyday life. The Gods must’ve seen it, too.” Yun Jin swallows harshly. “They might have coveted it, even.”

Silence settles between them.

“What might be more heart-breaking,” Yun Jin murmurs, “than a God who wishes to be human?”

…

And all of a sudden, it clicks.

He registers the cold gale against his back and the hard stone beneath him more than he does the act of being seated. A warm hand folds into his own, and they call for him – but he does not hear.

The ‘why’.

… The ‘how’ is still a mystery, but Heizou couldn’t care less at this moment. The case folds open before him. Warmth grows in his chest, a rising symphony of excitement he can barely contain.

And he dares to believe there is a net beneath him, woven by all of Liyue and anchored in two pairs of hands.

“You two are going to give me a run for my mora,” Heizou says, out of breath and a grin splitting his face. Yun Jin wraps their arms around him, enveloping him in a pleasant warmth. Their chest rumbles in laughter.

“I’m glad I could help,” they hum in his ear, squeezing him for good measure.

The finish line, finally, is in sight. Modus operandi be damned – all he needs to do now is give that one

last


  push.


  
Notes for the Chapter:
          trans joy <3 anyway i can’t believe i’m the first and only person to have written genderfluid yun jin. where is the justice

if all goes to plan, next chapter will wrap up the liyue arc. thank you all so much for the support!!

        




6. In the Fold of a Hand

Notes for the Chapter:‘you and I, we are both made of aging stars;

but if we set off alone, then we will not get very far;

whoever we are.’




    
    “So, it seems you two ransacked the library— and why wasn’t I invited, hm?”

Heizou blinks – once, twice, and realizes two things: one, it looks like a very small, very concentrated hurricane swept along their table and left no survivors. Two: Yun Jin stands beside him, chin jutted out and a cheeky smile tugging at her lips.

Really – ransacked? He laughs inwardly, a mere rumble in his chest. Wouldn’t that be something: two and a half weeks off duty, and already resorting to a life of crime. He might as well just hand himself over to the authorities if it ever came to that.

Still, he can recognize a cast line. The least he can do is bite.

“Why, if you wanted to bend a few laws with me,” he laughs, “all you had to do was ask.”

She leans over slightly, a furrow to her brow, to glance at his work spread out over the table. Half the battle lies in deciphering his hand, most definitely – but once that’s achieved, he doesn’t doubt she may provide valuable insight.

… No flowery perfume, today. Instead, the smell of cedar wood wraps around him, pinning him in place as she plants her hand firmly upon the tabletop. She turns toward him, right hand on the back of his chair as she leans closer, ever closer, until he can almost feel her breath brush against his fringe, and all that’s left for him is to tilt his head, tilt his head up—

“A-hem,” says Yanfei at the table’s other end.

Detaching herself from him as if burned to the third degree, a blush crawls up Yun Jin’s neck. She firmly plants herself down in a chair by his side, finding sudden interest in the grout between the flooring’s tiles.

“I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that,” Yanfei continues, flipping to the next page of her book.

Finally, Heizou registers the thrum in his veins, the way his heart feels fit to burst out of his chest – silly, stupid. He’s an adult, thank you very much. He can focus on his duties responsibly, without getting distracted by what-ifs that make the tip of his nose tingle, and maybes that keep him up until the wee hours of the morning.

He’s got a handle on things. Yeah, totally.

With newfound determination, Heizou dives back into his research – though how much of that drive is genuine, he doesn’t dare to linger on for too long—

—and, as if the Gods have it out for him, Xinyan bursts into the restaurant’s seating area with a loud ‘Heyo!”, one arm clutching the neck of her ruan and the other looped around Kazuha’s shoulders.

Heizou hasn’t seen the ronin for a few days – not since they parted ways at the shrine. In truth, he had wanted to find him earlier, but then Yanfei had bounded up to him with her armfuls of findings, and then they fell deeper and deeper into their research hole…

He knows there’s little point to it, anymore. Rex Lapis walks amongst them, pretending with all his might to be like them – to be human. Heizou knows he’s wasting his time, knows he will only find answers through confrontation.

… But, something inside him – deep, deep inside – quivers when he thinks about the man for too long. He has to wonder how much of this he has achieved by his own hand, by his own intuition… or was he led here? Spun by the heavenly motions with no say in where he would end up?

How willing is he to unveil the divinity amongst them?

So he delays the inevitable. The act sickens him to his stomach—

—and he doesn’t dare to stop.

Before he can blink, Kazuha has taken a seat at Heizou’s opposite side. His gaze is careful, smile slight. Walking on eggshells, even as their knees brush and his hand ghosts along Heizou’s palm, fingers tickling the pinkish flesh of wounds having shed their scabs.

“You seem to be doing better,” says Kazuha, his shoulders lowering from where they sat by his ears. Tama lays curled up against the ronin’s chest, wrapped in the warmth of his haori. “I’m glad.”

Is he? He sailed across an ocean, all to scratch an itch. Chasing a notion that might not even bear fruit – all to fill this deep, aching hole that thinking and apprehending and chasing villains halfway across Inazuma couldn’t fill anymore. To get entangled in Heavenly schemes, and to solve them, even – it would garner attention he wasn’t sure he wanted, but it would fix things. It would prove to him, to everyone, that this was his calling.

Kazuha was right. He didn’t just leave Inazuma – he fled. He escaped the very same people he is trying to impress.


  (‘He names himself a detective, behaving arrogantly—’)


“His eyes are bloodshot,” Xinyan cuts through, harshly pulling him back to the present. Her gaze is pinned on Kazuha, and she laughs loudly as a blush creeps up his neck. “Guess love really does make you blind.”

Kazuha tears his gaze away from Heizou, deciding the best course of action is to fiddle with the hem of his sleeve. Relief sparks in his chest, knowing Kazuha has kept his knowledge of Heizou’s… situation… close to his chest. Still, he finds himself missing the warmth of the ronin’s hands the moment they’re pulled away. He wants to talk, so desperately, but he can’t. Not here. Not with so many around.

Other than them, there are a few customers around. Once the confines of Heizou’s room at Baiju Guesthouse had become stifling, Xiangling had cheerily offered the restaurant as a suitable place for them to do their work. The library wouldn’t work, as they could hardly whisper their findings to each other for hours on end.

Besides, she had laughed, I like having my friends around.

So far, most of their time has been spent going over eyewitness reports gathered by the Millelith, all following the same pattern in broad strokes: Rex Lapis fell from the sky, panic ensued, and so on and so forth.

He feels a bit bad about keeping Yanfei roped into this. He already knows the truth – or has a pretty good idea, anyway. But he has a feeling, even if he were to tell her, she’d just nod and keep working, intent to turn his ‘pretty good’ idea into undeniable fact.

After all, as a woman of law, she knows better than anyone that motive alone a compelling case does not make.

“Yours too, Yanfei,” says Yun Jin. Pinkish threads spiderweb across Yanfei’s scleras, her hat askew and moments away from slipping off her head. “How about we all have an early dinner break, hm?”

They flag down Xiangling, and after a bit, she floats around them with food piled high on her tray, frantically scanning the table’s surface for an inch of open space.

“No, no, I can figure it out!” she says, bottom lip between her teeth. “A plate could go here, some napkins there…”

By some miracle, they all end up with chopsticks in their hands and food before their noses. The table is silent as everyone indulges – except Heizou, who listlessly rolls a dumpling around on his plate, gaze firmly locked on the invoice of items the funeral parlour had required for the ceremony, scanning each word, every letter, just in case he’s missed something. Biding time.

Perhaps today, his intuition might finally be wrong.

…


  (‘—say you’re one of few that boasts some heavenly powers and immortality, would you even want to be a God? Or an Archon, at that?’


‘It must be a breath of fresh air, then. To have no one around who may recognize you.’

‘What good is calling to a God who can’t answer?’)

Heizou fumbles with his chopsticks. With a start, he stabs one of the dumplings, his plate rattling at the sudden force of his revelation—

—that Zhongli was just as lonely as he.

… The comforting din of chatter vanishes from one moment to the next. All eyes are on him – Yun Jin’s wide and worried, Yanfei’s quizzical. A shrimp croquette is halfway to Xinyan’s open mouth. From the corner of his eyes, he spots Kazuha reaching for him, before he draws his hands back into his lap, white-knuckled.

“I—I apologize, I just—” he stumbles, a sudden bout of homesickness coursing through his veins. Inazuma, where he is the accomplished detective: bright like the flash of thunder before the bang, with a tight grip on his emotions. Where it’s easy to pretend he’s fine with living a life of solitude.

All it took was a change of scenery and people who like him for him, and now, his walls lay crumbled at his feet. They can all see behind the facade, beneath the surface, at the bumbling mess of a man he really is.

…

But they don’t seem deterred.

All of a sudden, a pair of furry arms is wrapped around his waist. Guoba looks up at him, and for the briefest of moments Heizou wonders if he has a forgotten snack in his pocket that attracted the little bear before it clicks— he’s hugging him.

“My thoughts exactly, Guoba!” says Xiangling. She throws herself across the back of his chair, arms squeezing him from behind as she nearly burrows into his neck. She smells of herbs and spices, reminding him of good food, laughter, and good company. “We’ve gotten so used to seeing you smile. That frown—” another squeeze, “—it doesn’t suit you at all.” Guoba yaps as if in agreement—

—and then, the tension breaks. Yanfei, Xinyan, and Yun Jin stand abruptly, weaving around the sea of chairs and books toward – him. He, of all people.

Arms encase him from every side, and Heizou is afraid their hold may be the only thing keeping his heart from springing out of his chest.

“We’re in this together,” says Yanfei, her horns knocking softly against his temple. “Through high waves or heavy winds, or came what may!”

“We believe in you, dude!” Xinyan cheers, arm hooked around his middle.

Yun Jin is inches away from sitting fully in his lap, one hand resting on his upper arm and the other clutching his hand like a lifeline.

“The road you’ve chosen is long and winding,” she says, “but that doesn’t mean you must walk it alone.”

And finally, Kazuha takes his other hand, his hesitance evident in how he hovers for a moment before allowing their fingers to intertwine.

The month has stretched Heizou thin. It has pulled him taut beyond belief, having him chase leads that go nowhere or bring up more questions than answers. But now, wrapped in warmth and arms so tight, he knows he has found it. In the face of a case far greater than he’s ever tackled, he may have left some of his confidence behind on the shores of Ritou. It had made him blind to the truth right in front of him: that Zhongli has been leading him to the right conclusion since day one.

He has found the answer. He has found it in the people. It’s in their hold, in their hearts – it’s in the way they pull him up to their shore and weave him into their net.

Though Anemo is free, it is flighty. It is anxious. On its own, it shall never know the comfort of a hearth or the solid foundations of a home. And though contracts rule Liyue and Geo runs through every brick, every pavement stone, it is its people that have made the harbour survive. Through love, through putting heads and hearts together, through offering shoulders to lean on… the people have become Liyue’s foundation.

And though the battle against Osial raged an ocean away, the waves crashed upon Narukami nonetheless.

Despite the swirl of emotions in his chest, Heizou smiles. He won’t wait any longer for the evidence to fall into his lap.

“You’ve been sitting on the truth for quite a while now,” Kazuha murmurs, hitting the nail on the head – not an ounce of judgement in his tone, “haven’t you?”

“… I have,” says Heizou. In some odd, messed-up way, it feels cathartic to admit. “I just wish I’d realized it sooner.”

His friends release him, though they linger close, leaning on his chair, on the table – even on him – in silent camaraderie.

“I know what I have to do.”

Kazuha’s hold on his hand tightens, and when Heizou looks over, Tama is awake, mid-stretch, and with a claw hooked into his sleeve. Kazuha chuckles, and for a moment they’re back upon the docks, both oblivious to the world that was about to open before them.

Yun Jin – attentive, supportive, and knowing damn well the effect she has on him – pushes his plate away to sit on top of the table. She plants her feet between his legs on the chair and leans forward, her grip on his hand never wavering. In fact, she adds another hand, holding his fingers so tight and so close she looks like she’s seconds away from kissing his knuckles.

“Whatever you end up finding, whatever you will tell us when all is said and done—detective,” she croons, smiling, the light in her eyes a comfort, “just know that we are all so, so proud of you.”

And, if he does end up blinking back tears… no one has the heart to bring it up.

~

… It doesn’t take long to find Zhongli.

Heizou finds the funeral consultant in his office, gaining only a few side-eyes while he makes his way through the building. He finds the man locking up for the evening, running a feather duster over his cabinets, and gathering dishware he had used throughout the day. It’s… a surprisingly domestic scene. Mundane in the strangest way.

Zhongli looks at him, brow furrowing the slightest bit as he tries to discern the steadfast expression Heizou knows he wears. A smile breaks the man’s passive composure.

“I suppose it’s time, then,” Zhongli says. “Walk with me, detective.”

He leads Heizou through the building to a small kitchen where he rinses off his plates and teacups. After a bout of silence, Zhongli looks behind him to find Heizou has drifted into a chair, elbows propped upon the table.

“You look like you have a lot to say to me.”

Heizou nods. “I don’t quite know where to start.”

“All in due time, detective.” Zhongli dries off his hands. “Let’s find a quiet place to sit outside.

After bidding goodbye to the worker at the front desk, they emerge into the chilly evening air. The sun just barely reaches above the horizon, still, painting the clouds in orange and pink hues.

… Heizou wishes he could say he’s surprised when Zhongli leads him up to Yiyan Temple. The energy isn’t as overwhelming as before, but it’s at the back of his mind, like a sound you can almost hear – you’re able to tune it out, but it’s there, and its mere presence sets your hair on end.

They step up to the balustrade, and Heizou can marvel at the view of Liyue Harbor for all of three seconds before Zhongli swings his legs over the carved stone, taking a seat on top of it. Heizou wordlessly takes a seat beside him.

Agonizingly so, Zhongli says nothing, either. The city below them shimmers in golden light. Every second that passes is one too many.

“… You didn’t have to help me,” Heizou says when the silence becomes unbearable. He doesn’t know how else to start. There are too many things he wants to ask, too many threads he wants to explore, and way, way too many directions in which this might all go.

But, if he’s right – and he knows he is – all he has to do… is ask. The ball will roll on its own. The mystery will unfold by itself.

All that’s required of him… is to give it a little push.

“I didn’t,” Zhongli agrees. “But after a while, you learn to pick your battles. I saw there was no stopping you. I knew you’d figure it out eventually, with or without my guidance.”

“But—” Heizou breathes, in a sad attempt to loosen the coil in his stomach, “—why. Why even help me at all?”

Zhongli says nothing for a moment, watching the sun finally dip below the sea.

“Truthfully, Heizou,” Zhongli says, a ghost of a smile on his lips, “I felt your arrival in my very core. You were correct in thinking there have been others like you. Those who had their doubts, who believed there to be more to the story… some have come close to figuring it out, as well – the thread that would’ve untangled it all nearly in their grasp.” A beat of silence. Zhongli’s expression morphs into something, stony, hard – unreadable. “But they all gave up, in the end. Some were lost in research, and others gave up as they waited for invoices to be processed. But all of them focused on—”

“—the modus operandi.”

Zhongli shrugs, if one can even call it that: just the slightest raise of his shoulders. “It wasn’t too big of an undertaking, really. Crafting a construct is elementary – though it surprises me no one has yet to consider such a possibility.”

Something tickles the back of Heizou’s mind: a thought that was barely more than a string of ideas that have little correlation. Yet, in Zhongli’s presence, he feels he can voice it. It might make the man beside him uncomfortable.

But, he smiles, that just means it’s a question that should be asked.

“The Qixing paid my presence no mind. Even when there have been others who have tried to crack this case – and, in your words, have come dangerously close, as well. What I attempted to do was a regular occurrence, and I didn’t even receive a stern warning.” Heizou looks at the man, really looks at him, and finds exactly what he is looking for, his tell: the way Zhongli’s chest puffs up in pride, and not because of his own actions, but because of Heizou’s.

A smile cracks Zhongli’s stony facade.

“That was your doing,” Heizou continues, “wasn’t it?”

Zhongli nods. “And why would I do such a thing?” he prods, leaning forward in curiosity.

Heizou wets his lips, suddenly dry as a desert now that the tables have been turned onto him. “Because…” he murmurs, digging through his mind. “Because, if I succeeded… I would be the last. No one would bring this up anymore.”

“Your reputation precedes you,” Zhongli murmurs. “Might someone of your calibre tie the loose ends together, whomsoever even humours the idea of untangling it again would be deemed a fool.”

Heizou tears his gaze away from the God long enough to glance at the horizon – and his heart stills a beat in surprise: the sky, once quickly being overtaken by indigo, now shines in an ethereal white, almost blinding. The few people that once lingered by the censers behind them have vanished into thin air.

He doesn’t quite feel like himself, either. Stuck somewhere between floating and falling, his body bursts with an unprecedented warmth. The tips of his fingers and toes tingle with static.

In this pocket dimension, they are well and truly by themselves.

“I have some more questions I would like answers to.”

“Go ahead,” Zhongli hums. “We have all the time in the world.”

Heizou moves to tap a finger against his temple in a steady pattern. The motion is soothing, in some way – and he likes to believe it helps him think. “You have been helping me since we first met,” he starts. “Perhaps you didn’t mean to do so right away, but… that entire journey down into the ruins, and then into the chasm: you could’ve just as easily made up some excuse as to why you were there.” A beat of silence, as Heizou collects his thought. “It was your vision you were looking for, wasn’t it?”

“Oh? My, what a sharp eye.” Zhongli chuckles. “Yes, indeed it was. I lost it while aiding some friends in escaping the chasm some time ago. Really, I could’ve made another, since it’s just a trinket, but… I have grown quite attached to it, in some way. Creating a new one just didn’t feel right.”

That gives Heizou pause. “Don’t you make dozens each day?”

Uncertainty flashes through Zhongli’s eyes for a fraction of a second – huh. The man swallows down a particularly large lump in his throat.

“Not quite… dozens. Ah, who am I fooling with this – you are bound to find out eventually, aren’t you?” He shakes his head, a thinly-veiled grimace stretching across his lips. “Visions are more… Celestial, in nature. We Archons are more… well, caretakers, of a sort.”

…

“You won’t say more, will you?” Heizou asks. Zhongli shakes his head, and Heizou snorts a laugh. “Worried my puny human brain won’t be able to comprehend divine knowledge?”

“Not in the slightest.” Zhongli’s shoulders tremble, laughter on his lips – and doesn’t that sound nice. For a moment, a mere blip in time, Heizou almost feels as if he’s sitting next to someone who has been human all his life. “I’m just afraid such knowledge might land you in hot water.”

Heizou shrugs. “I’ve kind of already crossed that bridge, haven’t I?”

A chuckle, deep yet highly amused, rises from Zhongli’s chest. “That you have. Though I know there is no stopping you, I must urge you: please, slow down from time to time.” He places a hand on Heizou’s shoulder – it burns like a brand. “I don’t want for you to miss anything that makes life… well, worth living.”

Heizou knows Zhongli is talking about the both of them – they both know it.

Despite all the worries that have gnawed at him the moment he set foot in the harbour, there has been a lot of good, as well – but, on closer inspection… such was the case in Inazuma, too.

His homeland: where the fault is partly his, and it’s partly his family’s, and it’s partly no one’s. The prodigy who is friendly with everyone, and friends with no one. Inazuma, where he got so caught up in lies, and truth, and stopping crime before it even has a chance to take root that he paid nary a speck of attention to a world where crime does happen.

And yes, it is unavoidable, and it is uprooting, and the fallout is messy and painful—

—but the part that comes after is more important than what he believed it to be. If there is no crime, there is no after. There is no healing.

… In such a strange, convoluted, heartbreaking way, he was caught in his own version of eternity.

“You plan on finding Barbatos next, I suppose?”

“Right on the money, big guy.”

Zhongli laughs, all need for formality and other such nonsense deemed unnecessary from one moment to the next. “In that case, I’ll be sure to send him a letter with detailed instructions on how to avoid you.”

Heizou whines, but it’s all in jest. “Aww, must you?”

“It won’t be much of a fun hunt otherwise, will it?”

Silence wraps around them – but it’s a comfort, here in this world of white.

“How was the funeral, actually?” Heizou leans back, hands on the balustrade as he crosses his legs at the ankle. “What was it really like?”

Zhongli does little more than hum in delight – strange, maybe, considering the topic at hand, but little surprises him about the funeral consultant anymore. “It was a quiet affair. Madam Ningguang, the Tianquan, spoke a few words. After, those congregated bowed their heads in silent prayer. They laid bundles of glaze lilies upon my construct.” He wets his lips. “For the first time in millennia, the harbour had… stopped. Silence reigned for an hour, and my people had snuffed their lanterns – all in mourning.”

He can see the gears turning in Heizou’s head, so he places a hand on the detective’s arm to pull him out of his thoughts.

“I know what you’re thinking,” he chuckles. “I have told you the harbour shone brilliantly that night – and I wasn’t lying. Only I could see the threads connecting them. My people, all come together in silent camaraderie. Their love wove a net that lit up the night sky.” A pause. “Don’t tell Madam Beidou her analogy has a kernel of truth to it. Gods help us all the day that woman grows a big head.”

Heizou chuckles at the turn of phrase.

“Well then, there’s just… one more thing I don’t quite understand,” Heizou says, waiting patiently for Zhongli to give his approval to continue. The man nods, scooting closer as if anyone might ever hear them. Still, the words are meant for them alone.

“Why stay?” Heizou breathes, a sudden bout of nerves wrapping around his lungs. “Why remain in Liyue at all?”

… Zhongli sits up straighter on the balustrade as his eyes turn to wander across the harbour, bathed in white. His voice is thick with unshed tears as he turns to Heizou, and says: “I have found a purpose in the mundane, and a home within my people.” Then, softer, he adds: “Why would I want to leave?”

They both take a breath. There’s still so much he wants to ask, so many things he wishes to know – but perhaps it isn’t the right time.

“… You will tell them, I suppose?”

Zhongli regards him, curiosity in his gaze – but all Heizou can focus on is the trepidation in the God’s every word. Afraid of his answer, despite everything he has seen and everything he has done.

Really, was there ever any question about it? Would he ever say anything other than—

“—No,” Heizou says, breathing deep, deeper. “Some things are more important than the truth.”

And the smile he gains in return is blinding. Zhongli’s shoulders sag in relief, and he’s smiling, so bright and genuine Heizou’s mind grinds to a halt at the sight, and he allows himself to be wrapped into a pair of arms that once felled tyrants and moulded mountains like clay.

The hug lasts less than two beats of the heart before Zhongli pulls away – but he keeps Heizou’s hands close, letting his gaze wander over the way his ring fingers curve inward, the pinpricks of wounds that mar his digits, and the ink blotches staining his knuckles.

He looks at it all as if he’s found humanity in the fold of a hand, and then he intertwines their gazes, eyes glittering with unshed tears.

“Then let us make a contract, zhí zi.”

~

…

Heizou registers the rough stone beneath his back before anything else.

Through the fog in his mind, chatter fills his ears – far away, muffled. A chill brushes along his skin, ebbing and flowing as if prodding him in curiosity.

It is a gargantuan task to pry open his eyes – an even larger one to push himself up from the cold stone, but then his eyes finally adjust to his surroundings: an alleyway, right beside Wanmin Restaurant. A handful of candles, burning up the last of their wicks, are dotted along the street. A slight breeze would be enough to snuff them.

He rounds the corner fully, finding the restaurant’s take-out window has been rolled shut. The only sign that people are inside is a thin strip of yellow light that peeks out from underneath the front door.

He tries the handle, and it gives. Through the crack, he hears voices. Familiar ones.

The weight in his pocket might as well be a noose around his neck.

But he can’t falter now. He signed a contract. His awakening here is all according to plan. The door being open is right as foretold. No matter what may happen in the next couple of minutes, he’ll be damned if he doesn’t hold up his end of the deal.

Heizou pushes the door open a bit further, just enough to slink inside. His heart beats inside his veins like a drum – but it’s alright, it’s alright. It’ll be okay. He’s done this before.

Cases grow cold for a reason. The trail ends. The well of clues runs dry. And, when he does find a thread, he follows it, deeper and deeper into the darkest depths until, finally, he reaches a corpse.

So many tales end in misery.

Perhaps it’s better the common folk should believe otherwise.

… But they deserve to know.

Their soft chatter stops abruptly, and then Heizou realizes his feet have taken him through the hall and paused at the doorway into the seating area. He wishes he could have lingered longer. In a perfect world, he would be seated amongst them, conversing until the first morning rays.

Instead, they stare at him, wide-eyed and with bated breath.

He doesn’t know how long he’s been gone, but in that time, more people have gathered. One of Xinyan’s arms rests across Chongyun’s shoulders, their heads close together. As far as he knows, she is an only child, but at that moment she looks every bit like a big sister, whispering words of courage. Both afraid of the outcome he may bring.

Xingqiu is close by, hands wrapped around the exorcist’s. Though Heizou hasn’t seen much of them over the weeks, Xiangling often told him of all the crazy theories the two boys cooked up whenever he wasn’t around.

Kazuha, Yun Jin – they sit together a little ways away from the table, knees touching. Candlelight casts them in a harsh glow, and in their eyes, he sees nothing but pure, utter relief.

Beidou has joined the party, too. A glass bottle filled with an amber liquid rests in her grasp, halfway to her lips. Yanfei and Xiangling sit on either side of her, both nursing a glass of water. From the corner, shrouded in darkness, a pair of amber-coloured eyes turn to him.


  Zhongli.


Heizou feels unable to speak, the words having died in his throat the moment his hand had wrapped around the door’s handle. And so, he walks forward, followed by what might as well be a thousand gazes.

… Though he’s done this before, it never gets any easier.

He digs into his pocket, wraps his hand around the construct, and places it on the table between half-empty glasses, crumbs, and the notes he had yet to clean up. Rex Lapis’ last gift to Liyue—

—a crystallized glaze lily.

It’s a delicate thing, barely the size of his palm. From a distance, it almost appears like a dried flower, its amber veins bleeding into paper-white petals. Its edges curl and its stamens are thin as a thread. All in all, it’s beautiful. No hard lines. No sharp edges.

Crafted with too great a mastery of Geo to be made by human hand.

The silence is thick as molasses as everyone gathered locks their gazes upon the artifact. By some miracle, Heizou manages to find his voice.

“I found him,” he says – not a lie, but not quite the truth, either. “Or what was left of him, anyway. He entrusts the harbour’s future to you. His people.”

It stays silent for too long. Heizou wishes they would say something, anything – he’d even appreciate the drop of a pin at this moment, or for Beidou’s bottle to slip from her grasp, or for the girls’ glasses to clatter onto the floor, anything anything anything—

—Yun Jin bolts up from her seat, expression carefully neutral, and disappears into the kitchen without another word.

…

“I’m sorry,” Heizou tries, unable to tear his gaze away from the doorway Yun Jin retreated through. No other words come to mind.

Of all people gathered, Beidou is the first to make a move. She sighs, beckons him closer, and guides him down into a chair. “Eh, it’s not your fault, kid.” She places her hand between his shoulder blades and leans forward slightly, silently asking him to look her in the eyes. “We always knew this was the greater possibility of the two. And now we know, and now we can close this chapter.” She casts her gaze across the room. “Ain’t that right?”

Agreement rings around the room, hesitant at first – but soon enough they, his friends, have all scooted their chairs closer. Though their eyes shine with different degrees of hurt, they all nod and agree with Beidou – if only to see a smile blossom on his face once again.

The click of heels approaches. Yun Jin stands by them, a ceramic incense burner in her hand. Her gaze entwines with Heizou’s, the sheer amount of love in her eyes nearly overwhelming.

“If He entrusts it to us,” she says, placing the burner on the table right next to the glaze lily, “I say we shall not disappoint him.”

She retakes her seat next to Kazuha and lifts the ceramic burner’s lid. “Would one of you mind doing the honours?”

Of the Pyro users gathered, Yanfei takes the initiative. She snaps her fingers like how one might strike a match, and a pale flame flickers to life on her fingertip. She lights the incense, and with a delicate hand, Yun Jin returns the lid, then bows her head in prayer.

Tonight, the back of this restaurant feels more holy than any shrine ever might.

Yun Jin’s eyes flutter open, reverie upon her breath. “In Rex Lapis’ name, I shall keep smiles upon as many lips as I can.”

“In Rex Lapis’ name,” echoes Chongyun, “I will devote myself to my training, to keep the people safe.”

Xinyan raises a glass. “To fill the streets with music and cheer!”

“To keep learning—” says Xingqiu.

“—so we can always help those around us!” Yanfei finishes.

Kazuha grips onto Heizou’s hand – and it burns, burns hotter than a million suns, but he doesn’t want it to stop. Loose ends are being tied. The end is nigh, the curtain falls, and the next adventure already sweeps in on the Northern breeze. So long, goodnight, thank you for coming. Until next time.

“Though he has returned to the soil from whence he came,” Kazuha says, turning that smile to Heizou – and Gods, he will force down that tickle of guilt crawling up his throat, “he will live forever through us. After all, God or no God, we are all created from the same stardust.”

“To Rex Lapis!” cheer Beidou and Xiangling.

Glasses clink above Heizou’s head, friends are pulled into each other’s arms—

—and Zhongli’s gaze bores into him.

…


  (“I am aware I can never be human,” says Zhongli. From the corner of Heizou’s eye, the man’s form begins to shift and fade. Their little moment in time is soon to come to an end. “I am much too different from you. I will never know what it might be like, to live and be perfectly ordinary. But, in my people’s presence… I hope I can pretend long enough for it to feel real.”



  He takes a deep breath.


“Now, if it only benefits myself, it’s not much of a contract,” Zhongli laughs. “So, might there be anything you would like out of this?”


  Heizou bites at the inside of his cheek, turns his gaze away – whenever he closes his eyes, all he can see are the people he wants to reconcile with, but can’t. Not yet. He wants to impress them. They do not want to be impressed. They only want him to be less than he is.


“What I want,” he says, shuddering, “you cannot give me.”


  Zhongli hums, placing a hand on Heizou’s back in comfort.


“Then I will think of something.”)

At some point, Xinyan’s fingers find their way to the strings of her ruan, and the strums of a peaceful melody fill the restaurant, barely a dirge. A lull sounds, and then, the song shifts into something faster, something lively. Those who know the tune sing along in the Liyuan tongue.

It is a mere minute in time. A drop in the ocean. It is something close to drowning, the way the rhythm fills every crevice, and how those around him sway in tune – but he has eyes only for Zhongli, who smiles at him from across the table, bright and sincere and thankful—

—and the room burns bright with strings only they can see.
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    “… May I see it?”

The wind howls through the streets, a fierce Northern gale that makes Heizou’s clothes billow as they catch the breeze. It pushes relentlessly at his back, makes him shift his stance so he doesn’t topple over – oh well, what can you do? It’s not the first time in his life that he’s had to face the headwinds.

He almost has to wonder if it’s deliberate at this point.

Keqing stands before him, waiting patiently. Hands folded behind her back, heels pressed together – the very picture of authority. Still, her youthful visage softens the intensity of her gaze.

Heizou is not surprised by her sudden appearance, nor at her intercepting his departure from Baiju Guesthouse.

To be fair, he’s more puzzled by the fact that none of the Qixing came to find him sooner. His announcement had spread through Liyue Harbor like wildfire. For the past week, droves of people have come up to him, from dawn to dusk, asking – some even begging – to see their God’s final creation.

In any case, it was a welcome, albeit strange, change of pace. Usually, when a case ends in death, he writes up a report, stays near the back during the funeral a week later, and collects his wage. It’s not often he’s… thanked for confirming someone is well and truly gone.

… Well, it’s a bit more complicated than that, of course. With every case, the line between right and wrong grows ever blurrier. He keeps his silence on the truth – but at what cost? Should the people live in blissful ignorance, or be told the harrowing truth? Should he, of all people, be given the right to decide? Is that fair? Is it just?

Time marched onward, despite it all. About half a week later, once Heizou could finally walk from one end of the street to the other without interruption, Zhongli offered to turn the glaze lily into a hairpin for him.

He’s certain Zhongli wouldn’t have even taken offence had he declined, but the idea of it had been… nice.

The clasp is little more than two prongs that protrude from the back, and Heizou is forced to pull his hair into the smallest, most pitiful-looking bun in existence for him to even be able to wear the damn thing — but it looks good on him. Zhongli certainly thinks so, anyway, given how the thread between them had flared up, almost pulsing with joy at the sight of him.

That’s… another thing he still has to get used to.

In the shadows of the inn, Heizou can see faint threads tethered to Keqing’s person, glittering in amber hues and spiderwebbing in different directions.

… Nights were certainly less dark than they used to be. Though most of the threads that criss-cross the sky are more subdued in their shine, due to people having gone to lay down for the night, it’s a heartening reminder that not only are the bonds between people a real, tangible thing, but that even while asleep, people still think of one another.

He plucks the hairpin from his bun to hold it before Keqing, and though her eyes glaze over in reverie, she makes no move to reach for it. Her threads pulse in time with her heartbeat, getting pushed and pulled by currents invisible.

“… Rex Lapis contacted us,” she says, voice barely above a hushed whisper. “He made it explicitly clear his final gift belongs to you.”

Heizou raises a brow. “What, does he just write a letter?” At Keqing’s nod, he continues, a smile on his lips, “How do you know it’s actually him, and not an imposter?”

“We have a few adepti who vouch for him and confirm the validity of his messages,” comes Keqing’s reply, as if practiced. “In any case, we – meaning, the Qixing – have no qualms with this arrangement. A replica has already been arranged by Rex Lapis to remain on public display.”

“So, in other words, I don’t have his last gift to Liyue in my possession, but his second-to-last gift.” He can’t help but laugh. “What an honour.”

Keqing presses her lips into a thin line as she inspects the hairpin again, eyes scrutinizing. “I wouldn’t be so sure of that – the one we’ve received is definitely less polished than this one. Ours looks more like… a prototype, if anything. Yours is made with a certain care that ours lacks.”

She straightens back up.

“I won’t ask for specifics of how it all went down. Just know that you have done Liyue a great service. Now, this is for you.” She pulls a letter from a hidden pocket in her dress. The envelope’s corners are decorated with geometric designs, and a wax seal sits in the centre. “The Tianquan would like to make your acquaintance next when you’re in town.”

He returns the hairpin to his bun, then takes the letter from her. He follows her gaze as it moves to the letter, then the hairpin, and back again. A twitch plays upon her brow.

“Mora for your thoughts?” he teases – which he probably shouldn’t do with a government official, but he surmises a more casual atmosphere is more to her tastes. He’s right, of course: a stilted breath leaves her, and though she must feel like a bow strung too tight, she looks him in the eye in practised professionalism.

“I’m just—” she says, worrying her bottom lip between her teeth, “—I feel like a great worry has just fallen off my shoulders.”

He can’t help but snort a laugh at that, both at the absurdity of it all, and also that government officials are the same wherever he goes. The Gods make a mess of things, and of course, it’s up to some humans to do damage control.

“Worried about what – that this is all a big ol’ sham?”

The expression Keqing makes is priceless: eyes blown wide, head whipping to and fro in case there are any listening ears nearby. She reminds him of Kujou Sara, in a way: resilient, a gaze of steel – but way, way more likeable.

… And also: just as fun to tease.

“Well then,” Heizou chuckles, “I suppose it’s a good thing for us all that I’m not averse to a little white lie here and there, hm?”

Keqing composes herself with an awkward cough. “Yes – this is what’s best for Liyue. I’m glad Rex Lapis had the sense to see it, too.”

Heizou ends up biting his tongue. If only she knew how many layers there were to this entire debacle… but he’s unsure if he’ll ever have the guts to break this beautiful illusion. Going back on his word would be devastating for the people of Liyue. Not only that, it would shatter any trust people might ever have in him again.

And also, perhaps most important of all, he would break his contract – and Zhongli’s heart. God or not, he can’t do that to the man.

All that is worth a little white lie here and there.

… His intuition tells him he’ll encounter many more hurdles in Mondstadt – different ones, yes, but much of the same ones, too. Is he a magnet for trouble? Very much so. Will that deter him in any way? Not in the slightest.

Somewhere along the road to Liyue, he had lost his confidence. But now, it’s been set alight once more: a flicker of a flame that licks at the inner walls of his ribcage, begging to burst free.

He can do this. This is what he was meant to do.

… And for now, he can pretend the threads that reach for him from across the ocean are not meant for him, after all.

“He’ll be glad to see the city thrive without him,” says Heizou, moving to pick up his pack of belongings by his feet. “And see it he will, heh. Guy’s got front-row seats and everything.”

Heizou swings his pack onto his shoulder, bids Keqing farewell, and hops down the stairs to the main street. Three, two, one…

“Wait.”

With a grin on his lips and a chortle barely contained behind his teeth, Heizou swivels around to the sight of a deep furrow on Keqing’s brow.

Ah, so easy to read – just like Madam Kujou.

“What do you…” she trails off, hand partway to her lips in thought. “Does Rex Lapis live here? Here? In the city?”

Maybe it’s because she can’t imagine a God making the conscious choice to live amongst mortals. Maybe it’s because he has spent time around a God, and now knows what makes this particular one tick.

Would she still have the same reaction if she knew how badly their God wishes to be like them?

In any case, he waits deliberately before responding, taking great delight in her gobsmacked appearance – before he shrugs, salutes in goodbye, and continues on his way.

“Who’s to say, really?” he laughs. It doesn’t matter what he says to her. It would nary change a thing. The contract is already made. Liyue will continue to live in blissful ignorance.

To the mortal eye, Heizou appears untouched by the heavenly hand—

—and their God has become their neighbour.

…

As he crests the bridge to Liyue’s Northern gate, Heizou is intercepted a second time. Not by a government official, no – instead, by something he can truthfully say surprises him a little.

Right where the road begins its slow ascent, a crowd of three-and-a-half awaits him with bags full of food, towels, and sunscreen. Despite the early spring weather and the relentless winds, they’re all dressed like it’s the height of summer – other than Zhongli, who merely traded out his dress shoes for sandals. Xiangling is right in the middle of perching a pair of sunglasses atop Guoba’s nose when Xinyan spots him and starts waving enthusiastically.

Once he’s within reach, Xinyan throws an arm across his shoulders, pulling him into their fold.

“Hey, dude!” she greets. “Glad you could make it!”

“To my own send-off?” Heizou teases. “Really, what is all this?”

Xiangling perks up, flipping a pair of shades that match Guoba’s own down from her hairline. “A beach day, duh! Come on, the others already went ahead!”

The girls (and Guoba) start legging it toward the stone arch further along the path. Zhongli stays with him, releases a fond sigh, then places a hand on Heizou’s back to urge him to fall in step beside him.

“This plan has been in the works for a while,” Zhongli says by way of explanation. He chuckles, his grip on Heizou’s shoulder tightening ever so slightly. “I suppose none of us want to say goodbye to our favourite detective just yet.”

A tickle of warmth climbs up Heizou’s throat as he feels his eyes begin to burn with unshed tears. Huh, what a coincidence: he doesn’t want to say goodbye just yet, either.

One last afternoon of fun, then, with no worries to cloud their minds. It’s as close to perfect as they’re going to get.

The girls and Guoba rejoin them underneath the arch, and halfway to Wangshu Inn, their party takes a sharp turn towards the sea to the West. The countryside blooms in ivory-coloured flowers, and Heizou can already taste the salt on the breeze – hear the waves rushing to the shore.

The wind quiets down considerably as they reach a cove carved into the cliff face, where the trees sway like dancers and water laps gently at the sand. Without the ever-present gale, the sun beats down that much harder.

At their approach, they’re greeted amicably – and soon, the afternoon is fit to burst with happy memories. He watches on as Beidou prowls the shore for victims to swing into the brine (Chongyun is first – at Xingqiu’s ensuing laughter, Beidou grabs the young lord by the legs and throws him into the ocean as well). Yanfei, Yun Jin, and Guoba scour the coastline for shells and other treasures. In the sand, a few paces away from him, Kazuha hums whatever comes to mind, making new melodies for Xinyan to play on her ruan.

Dutiful as ever, time ticks along. Heizou leans back, his arms a makeshift pillow behind his head. Sunshine warms his fringe, and the cry of gulls is almost enough to lull him to sleep…

… The sand shifts to his right.

Heizou cracks an eye open – just in time to find Zhongli beside him, who anchors one hand on Heizou’s knee as he sinks down next to him into the sand. The man has discarded his suit jacket, at least, which is a marked improvement.

“I know I’ve inquired a few times about this now, but… are you adjusting well?” Zhongli asks. It takes a moment for Heizou to realize he’s talking about… well, the threads. The safety net. Everything. “I hope it wasn’t too much of a surprise.”

To be honest, Heizou isn’t sure what to think of it. In a world such as theirs, he’s aware there are so many things left to discover, and yet so many happenings that remain inexplicable. In some way, the past week has reminded him of the time he first gained his vision: touched by divinity, from one moment to the next.

… His father would hate it.

But Heizou merely shrugs. “It’s like puberty – I’ll get used to it.”

When he looks to his side, he finds Zhongli’s face twisted in confusion – ah, right. Gods probably don’t have a lot of experience regarding the ups and downs of growing up.

“Puberty…”

Zhongli hums, his brow creased in deep thought.

“If you ever find yourself with the desire to go on a bloody rampage, please, inform me at your earliest convenience. I shall construct an abode for you in which you may satisfy your darkest, most primal urges.”

“…”

“…”

“I think I’ll manage,” Heizou says.

For a moment, only the sound of waves crashing upon the sand and distant laughter fills the silence around them. The breeze is soft, the sun warm…

Zhongli says nothing as he stares out across the ocean, content in the conversation’s lull. The pillars of Guyun Stone Forest pierce the horizon ahead.

Connecting the dots comes to Heizou as easily as breathing. He knows that when Zhongli’s gaze wanders across the land, the man gets lost in memories of times gone by. How many people still know the land as he does? Who can say they’ve walked the earth as long as he has?

If he didn’t know any better, Heizou would think Zhongli gave this gift to him as a way to preserve himself. But, with the similarities he can draw between the two of them, Heizou knows it’s anything but.

With the constant reminder that people think of him, Heizou has little reason left to assume otherwise.

As if he can read his mind, Zhongli moves his fingers, tangling them in the threads that emerge from his own chest. “Love taken shape – I suppose some people could use a reminder from time to time. Though, just like anything else, it has its limits, of course.”

“Like what?” Heizou asks, mind already running wild with theories. “Distance? Altitude?”

Zhongli shakes his head, loosening the threads from around his fingers. “It must come from two sides. You can’t tether a boat without a dock to tether it to, so to speak. Both sides must want the bond to be there.”

Heizou nods slowly, pressing a finger to his temple as he thinks, skilfully ignoring the threads that reach for him from across the ocean. They could be his own. They don’t have to be theirs.

“Just for argument’s sake,” he hums, “let’s say there is a boat, and there is a tether, but there is no dock – what would I see? Can two tethers exist, but never intertwine despite everything?”

A soft chortle escapes Zhongli, and — oh. He’s seen them. He eyes the golden strings bound to Heizou, thin as spider’s silk, with a twinkle in his eye.

“There’s quite an easy way to find out,” Zhongli hums. “One must merely tug.” He lays a warm, calloused hand on Heizou’s shoulder as he leans back into the sand, vest and button-down and all. Though he’s told Zhongli scarcely anything about his situation back home, it doesn’t surprise him how much he can garner from very little context. “There’s no rush, of course, but I must say I don’t believe you have anything to fear.”

“That’s easy for you to say,” Heizou huffs, no bite to his words. “You hold millennia of experience above me.”

Zhongli mutters, “Shout it for all of Liyue to hear, why don’t you,” as he fights and quickly loses the battle against a warm afternoon sun.

Heizou gathers a fistful of sand and pours it onto Zhongli’s slacks.

He’s not really one for swimming. In any case, he feels quite content merely sitting here and watching those he has grown close to have fun, as well as take in the view… and man, what a view it is. Though of course, it’s highly amusing to witness Beidou wreak havoc, which is followed by the younger ones among them teaming up to take down the stronger woman, he finds his gaze drawn, time and again, to two people in particular.

Kazuha looks radiant as the sun beams down on him, his hair loose and still slightly damp from when he was Beidou’s last unlucky victim. A haori he hasn’t seen before is draped over his shoulders, and there’s a soft happy trail climbing up the curve of his abdominal muscles – Gods, it’s enough to drive a man raving mad.

And Yun Jin… he’d pulled his hair up into a high ponytail today, traded in his skirts and heels for shorts and sandals. His arms, toned from years of dancing and using all manner of beasts as target practice, shimmer under the sun from the drops of ocean spray still clinging to them. No matter the occasion, it’s as if he dresses himself just to make Heizou feel short of breath.

They probably should talk today, about… well, everything. About all this that’s happening between them – and preferably before they depart for Mondstadt. Kazuha would accompany him to the city, since he wishes to catch up with a friend who lives there, whereas Yun Jin’s line of work would keep him in the harbour, unable to just take a vacation at the drop of a hat.

Talking about it would be the adult thing to do, but… a part of Heizou wishes to cling to this feeling forever, where things are new and exciting and the next day seems so, so far away.

Months ago, he couldn’t even fathom things would take such a turn for him – is this how it’s done? Can they put a name to this? Should they?

For some reason, flirting always came easy to him. The part that comes after? Eh, not so much.

“… I can hear the gears in your brain turning from here,” mumbles Zhongli, sleep-addled.

Heizou blinks back to the present. He casts an easy smile Zhongli’s way – which goes completely unnoticed, considering the man hasn’t even cracked open a single eye.

In any case, he’s not about to lay all his complicated feelings with romance and the like out in the open – especially to Zhongli. If he’s not careful, he might get a lecture about the birds and the bees a decade belatedly.

In a desperate attempt to lessen the warmth in his cheeks, Heizou veers his thoughts away from toned physiques and lips he wouldn’t mind pressing his own against, and back toward the matter at hand: mysteries, and Gods, and finding the truth.

That, at least, he knows he’s good at.

“Just thinking,” Heizou hums after a moment. “Wondering why I’m even still going to Mondstadt, considering you already told me the answer I was looking for.”

A pregnant pause follows.

“I don’t recall,” Zhongli says. “What was your reason for going, again?”

“To find Barbatos, considering he’s been asleep for half a millennium. But, you told me you’d write to him to be wary of me – it was a joke, perhaps, but your wording was genuine. Which leads me to believe that not only is Barbatos active in Mondstadt, but he also has an address. And you write to it. Regularly.”

“…”

“…”

“If you’ll excuse me, detective, I believe there is a sandcastle competition happening yonder— way, way over yonder— with a first prize that has my name written all over it.”

Faster than those old bones would have you believe, Zhongli rises to his feet and brushes the sand off of his clothes.

“Pretty sure the prize is to get buried up to your neck in sand.”

“You say that as if such an experience is not worth a million mora.”

He looks back at Heizou before leaving, a spur-of-the-moment thing – then stops, small wrinkles appearing by the corners of his eyes as he looks at him in fondness.

“If I may be so bold to say, I think you should still go.” Zhongli lowers himself to his haunches, taking Heizou’s hand in his and squeezing softly. “Not for the mystery, or for anyone you feel you owe something to – but for yourself. Besides,” he chuckles, “it would do Barbatos some good to have a friend like you.”

The words of encouragement remind him, distantly, of words he’d once spoken to another Archon.

Suddenly finding himself unable to look Zhongli in the eye, Heizou turns his gaze instead to the rocky cliff face a short distance behind them. Zhongli, for his part, takes the opportunity to adjust the flowery pin in Heizou’s hair – hands gentle, his touch fond.

If Heizou were to close his eyes, he could almost imagine a time when his brother once did the same.

“… Alright,” Heizou says, “go on, git. You have a sandcastle competition to cheat at.”

“Why, detective, the audacity.” Zhongli rises back to his feet, laughter on his lips and not denying Heizou’s accusation in the slightest.

…

Heizou is alone with his thoughts for all of three minutes when Yun Jin strides over to him with a purpose. He reaches Heizou and leans into an exaggerated bow, presenting something hidden within his hands.

Being able to witness Yun Jin grow into himself over the course of a little over a month had been a treat. Underneath his composed exterior lay hidden someone who just… wants to enjoy life. To have fun with friends, be silly, and eat bowl after bowl of spicy noodles and not give a damn at who may see. To share every part of yourself, and not be afraid of the consequences.

Through his presence, Heizou silently hopes he’s gotten better at it, too.

“My Lord,” Yun Jin drawls, “a gift from your most humble ser—”

“It’s a crab, isn’t it.”

Watching Yun Jin’s jaw drop in offence is perhaps the best part – even better than having watched him linger around Yanfei and Chongyun in the surf and getting assaulted by a ruthless wave, or when he stumbled over a pointy seashell on his way over to him.

True to his expectations, a crab, barely the size of a valberry, rests in Yun Jin’s hands – and promptly jabs a pincer into his palm.

One yelp of pain later, the crab flies through the air and plops back into the sand, then quickly scuttles away. Laughter bubbles from Heizou’s throat, and he can feel his cheeks warming – perhaps it’s the sun. Perhaps it’s something else.

Yun Jin takes a seat next to him, immediately moving to shovel sand onto Heizou’s feet using his own.

“What gave it away?”

“Ah-ah-ah,” says Heizou. “Trade secrets, my dear director.”

Yun Jin rolls his eyes fondly. Then, he leans closer, his eyes half-lidded as they sit arm to arm. “I wish I could go with you. I’ve heard so many wondrous things about Mondstadt from Kazuha. Inspiration must be around every corner there.” He lifts his gaze, entwining it with Heizou’s. “You have my address, yes? Promise you’ll write as soon as you’re able.”

“I promise,” says Heizou. By now, a smile must be a permanent fixture upon his lips. He doesn’t even have to think about it anymore.

A moment later, Kazuha trudges over wordlessly, sand clinging to his calves and his hair tousled in every direction. He plops down on Heizou’s other side, stretching languidly and deciding Heizou’s arm is the perfect thing to lounge against.

“Hello to you too, Kazuha.”

Kazuha hums in greeting, much like a cat who finds its rest disrupted.

Truthfully, Heizou is glad they can be around one another again without the lingering awkwardness, but still, he should tell Kazuha soon. About his family. He deserves to know – Yun Jin, too. When the time is right.

“Xiangling is setting up for a late lunch,” says Kazuha. “We should partake, then make for Wangshu Inn.”

Briefly, Heizou entertains the thought of Kazuha joining him because of… well, him, and not merely because the Northern lands call his name. The man is elusive, going whichever way the wind blows and taking life at his own pace. He doesn’t seem like one who would let things like feelings dictate the path he travels.

Then again, though Heizou prides himself on figuring people out within the blink of an eye… even he can be wrong sometimes.

He’s only known them for barely one-and-a-half months. Who knows how much more there is to discover about them?

It’s frightening, in a way, and they all must feel the same as they skirt around the subject, lingering on its threshold. The silence is palpable as they all sit, words burning a brand into their tongues.

“Before we—”

“I think—”

“We should—”

Yun Jin is the first to crack, hiccuping laughter. “You first,” he says, lightly bumping his elbow into Heizou’s ribs.

Heizou has never been a hesitant person – always charging ahead, always doing what he feels is right. Perhaps the only thing that can explain the coiling in his stomach, the tightness in his chest, is his closeness to Kazuha, his closeness to Yun Jin. The ups and downs, the knees bumping below tables, and the hands ghosting along knuckles. The bristles upon his eyelids, and lunches shared in the afternoon light.

The adoration of everything, and everything in between.

“Perhaps it’s a vice of mine, wishing to know everything. I can’t… handle the uncertainty of it all,” Heizou admits. It feels like pulling teeth.

And oh, it taunts him, the uncertainty he deliberately avoids, chained to his chest and stretching an ocean wide. It’s agonizing no longer – instead, it gives a twisted sense of comfort.

“I guess I’d just… like to know what we’re doing?”

Kazuha and Yun Jin share a look. Then, Kazuha breaks out into a grin, fondness and exasperation in equal parts.

“To be fair, I’m… not quite sure what we’re doing, either,” he hums. He leans closer, and Heizou can nearly smell the salt and sunlight upon his skin. “I’ve been in… well, I guess you could call it a relationship, once before. Everything about it was so straightforward. But I know what this feels like – and it feels right.” He averts his gaze. “It almost feels too big for one man to bear.”

So, Kazuha has dated before – he files that knowledge away for later. For now, he swallows down his nerves, feeling a sudden spark of courage flicker in his chest.

“How about three?”

Heizou’s gaze flicks from Yun Jin to Kazuha and back again, gauging their reaction – Kazuha’s eyes widen. His lips are slightly parted, a blush spreading to every inch of his face. Yun smiles wide, wider, a blush of his own quickly blossoming in his cheeks as he moves to rest his head on Heizou’s shoulder.

For his part, Heizou feels like his head may very well combust any second.

“I can’t say I have loads of experience… but I do know I’ve never felt more inspired than in your presence both. It sounds like a dream.” Yun Jin inhales sharply, blinking back grateful tears. “You have captivated us both, detective – you know that, right?”

“I hadn’t predicted it happening,” Heizou hums, leaning in closer, “but I can see why I would be irresistible to you two.”

In unison, Kazuha and Yun Jin tug lightly on his ears.

After a beat of silence, Heizou ventures: “So, you two…?”

“Only since recently,” says Kazuha. “Xinyan introduced us a few months ago, thinking we might bond over our shared love of the finer arts.” He shares a look with Yun Jin. “We hit it off, certainly, but this second meeting…”

“I suppose absence does make the heart grow fonder,” Yun Jin chuckles.

Kazuha leans in a bit closer, his warmth almost overwhelming. His fingers ghost along Heizou’s back before they settle on his hip, trembling slightly in— fear? Excitement? “Somehow, I feel much the opposite. Now that I’ve had a taste… I don’t believe I can go long without it.”

.

.
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“Sap,” says Heizou, even though he, too, has felt the pull to wax poetic in the last few days.

Yun Jin releases a world-weary sigh, then presses closer, nearly burrowing in the space below Heizou’s jaw. “Hide me in your luggage, please, before Yunning realizes I’m gone.”

“I thought absence made the heart grow fonder?”

Yun Jin shoves him down into the sand. All Heizou can manage is something akin to a surprised, breathy laugh before Yun Jin’s hands are locked around his wrists in a tussle, poking and prodding Heizou just to make him squirm.

There’s sand between his teeth and salt in his eyes, and between the crashing waves and the assault on his ribs, Yun Jin’s laughter rings out, earth-shattering in its allure—

—and then Kazuha blasts a whirlwind around them, sand going places where sand should never be. The ronin struggles desperately to hold back his laughter, a hand pressed over his mouth as his eyes crinkle at the corners.

A truce is made, if only for a moment, and both Heizou and Yun Jin end up dragging Kazuha toward the ocean.

“Back into the brine with you, boy!” exclaims Yun Jin.

Kazuha laughs, wriggling in their grasp.

“Mercy, mercyyy!”

And for a moment, even smaller, Heizou dares to believe this future had always been in the cards for him – it all depended on how he played them.

Maybe he does deserve this, after all.

…

After a hearty lunch and a tearful goodbye, Heizou and Kazuha part ways with everyone. Beidou gives Kazuha the headlock and hair ruffle of a lifetime, wishing him well and promising to meet up again soon. Yanfei knocks her horns against his temple once again, and Xinyan definitely bruises one of his ribs with her hug—

—and Zhongli stands before him, misty-eyed, as he tugs on the thread connecting the two of them. The pull reverberates through his entire being: a contract. A dear friend. A connection for which there is no name.

Finally, as most people have turned away from them, Yun Jin presents his very own unique flavour of boldness: a chaste kiss, one for each of them, pressed feathery-light upon their cheeks. Afterwards, he skips away, throwing glances and waves over his shoulder until he and all their friends are entirely out of sight.

Though his own head is even redder than Heizou’s, Kazuha ends up teasing him the entire way to Wangshu Inn.

Heizou lets him, of course, if only so he doesn’t get jealous over Tama choosing him as her perch instead of her owner. She had chosen to keep off the sand during their fun-filled afternoon, and now she lays across his shoulders like a fur shawl, purring up a storm.

Tenderly, he scratches behind her ears – he’s gotten quite attached to the little lunch-stealing thief.

Their party of two-and-a-half reaches the establishment just before the sun dips below the horizon. While Kazuha goes to chat up the owner for rooms for the night, Heizou climbs up the myriad staircases to the inn’s rooftop balcony, eyes peeled for the yaksha Zhongli spoke off.

Just before departing, Zhongli had passed on a letter addressed to the adeptus. Heizou was unaware he had the word ‘courier’ written on his forehead, but at the sight of such fondness in his eyes and the soft lilt to his voice as Zhongli spoke of the man… well, Heizou couldn’t very well decline.

He finds Xiao atop the inn’s roof, staring into the murky dark of night – the stormy breeze has yet to let up. Once he calls for him, Xiao looks over at him, his nose scrunched as if he smells curdled milk, then hops down with a glower. “What?” he asks, roughly.

“From Zhongli,” says Heizou, holding the letter before him.

For a millennia-old being, Xiao certainly acts like a prickled teenager, scoffing and plucking the letter from Heizou with barely a thank-you. He rips into the envelope, turning away from Heizou to read as if the letter might contain state secrets.

Or, Heizou thinks, gaze lingering on the sudden pull to Xiao’s brow and the growing pout to his lips as he reads, perhaps he’s just shy.

“He can teleport here,” Xiao huffs after a moment of quiet reading. He pockets the letter carefully. “I don’t see why he even bothers with writing to me so often.”

A smile tugs at Heizou’s lips. For some, gratitude is an emotion not easily expressed.

“I can’t say I know either – but it’s definitely the more human thing to do.”

Xiao regards him for a moment, silently and unblinking. Then, in a gust of wind and muttering a soft ‘thanks,’ he jumps back onto the roof and disappears past its eaves.

Heizou rolls his eyes, cracking a grin – teenagers.

…

After dinner and a bath so warm and soothing it feels heavenly, Kazuha leads him to their room, where they set about preparing for the night. It has a simple layout: two beds pressed against the wall, a bookcase with a chair and table squeezed into the corner, and an empty wardrobe by the door.

As Heizou pulls his sleepwear from his luggage, the book he had checked out from the library in Liyue Harbor tumbles out from between his clothes – oops. Well, might as well finish it at this point. The late fee will be astronomical either way.

He’s a good few chapters in when his eyes begin to slip shut. Suddenly, he’s jolted awake from the threshold of sleep by Kazuha, who sidles up next to his bed and stands there wordlessly. In the candlelight, golden and wavering, the uncertainty in his eyes is evident.

Heizou rubs his eyes, a yawn slipping from him as he marks his book. “Can I help you?” he manages to say, voice thick from drowsiness.

Kazuha remains quiet, fiddling with the hem of his sleeve, worrying his bottom lip between his teeth – and now, Heizou sits up in his sheets, tossing his book onto the nightstand. A worry of his own blossoms in his chest, uncomfortably warm.

“Is everything okay?”

Inhaling sharply, Kazuha swallows the lump down his throat.

“I, um…” he begins, refusing to intertwine his gaze with Heizou’s. “Feel free to decline, of course, but… since we’re ‘seeing where this goes’ and all, I—”

Abruptly, Kazuha straightens his back. He keeps his fists unmoving by his side, white-knuckled.

“If you are not averse to it, I would… like some company during the night,” he breathes. Jaw tense, eyes wandering – as if already prepared for rejection.

And though they’re adults, their love is much like that of teenagers, where every touch is new – and strange, and wonderful, and terrifying all at once.

With his heart in his throat, Heizou shuffles over, patting the empty spot beside him. Kazuha joins him under the covers, slowly, as if the offer might be retracted from one second to the next… but Heizou would never. He’s too distracted by the ronin’s warmth, by the smell of flowery soap from his bath that clings to his skin, still – by Kazuha himself.

They lay there for what feels like an eternity, golden strings a suffocating mess of tangles around and between them. Breaths mingling. A hair’s breadth of space between their hands.

The covers shift – Kazuha brings up a hand, brushing his fingers delicately through the strand of Heizou’s hair that’s a shade darker than the rest. The bandages that are usually around the ronin’s hand are gone – he took them off for his bath, most likely. Purplish-red scars spiderweb across his hand and forearm.

… Heizou feels the inexplicable urge to kiss his hand.

“They’re a tad unsightly,” Kazuha murmurs, “I know.”

“Not in the slightest.” Heizou’s mind travels to Captain Beidou, and the lightning scars upon her arms – she bears them like battle trophies. “They’re a mark of all you’ve been through, and how you have survived. I think that’s quite a wonderful feat.”

A sudden burst of courage courses through his veins – the second time today. One more time, and it would border on suspicious.

“We, uh… we were still going to talk, weren’t we? About… my family.”

Kazuha meets his gaze, surprise in his eyes. “We don’t have to now. We still have a day’s travel ahead of us.”

“I know, I know, but – if I don’t do it now, I might not be strong enough later.”

The confession feels like pulling teeth – a lot of things feel like pulling teeth lately, but… Heizou knows it’s all part of the process. To go from Inazuma, where every day felt like a performance, one that made his skin crawl and his insides roil – to Liyue, where he was turned inside-out and loved just the same.

Kazuha’s hand travels downward, from his hair to his cheek to his neck, right above his pulse, thumbing the pale skin in circular motions.

…

“… My mother was an adventurer,” Heizou says.

It’s only a smidgen of the words in his heart. He doesn’t remember much about her, since she passed when he was only seven years old, but he knows he takes most after her, and his brother takes more after their father.

He has her hair, her beauty spots, her dimples… and, according to his father, her penchant for getting into trouble.

She bore a vision that matched her fiery personality.

Statistically, it’s not unheard of for more than one person in a family to hold a vision around the same time, but it is exceedingly rare. Roughly one in every one thousand catches the eye of the Gods.

Naturally, it would follow that vision holders are… not othered, per se. Approached differently, is more like it. From one moment to the next, they can wield an element, see elemental energy in the air – they can create and destroy and manipulate in ways regular humans cannot.

It’s not too strange, then, that vision holders are drawn to one another – they search for companionship. For someone who gets it, someone who won’t flinch away from the fire at their fingertips or the ice in their veins.

All of a sudden, you are revered and feared both.

“She was an allogene,” Heizou continues. “During a mission, she gave her life to save her team.”

The fire had raged uncontrollably, her team trapped in the centre of it all – but she could control the flames to an extent, just enough for her team, her friends, to escape.

With her sacrifice, she saved multiple families from being torn apart.

…

But, whereas regular humans in Inazuma are grieved, allogenes are barely ever. They are hand-picked by the Gods, aren’t they? The elements are at their disposal. They could’ve saved themselves – they should’ve saved themselves. What excuse do they have to show weakness?

His brother, eleven at the time, had shielded Heizou from the vilest comments of the townsfolk. People he had known all his life talked about his mother as if her death had been her own fault.

His father had scarcely been allowed to mourn.

Heizou shrugs half-heartedly, tracing the curve of Kazuha’s neck if only so he doesn’t have to look him in the eyes.

“So, y’know,” he chuckles, hollow, “Dad wasn’t too keen on letting another allogene in the family look for trouble.”

… No.

He wasn’t prepared to mourn another.

He’d told Heizou as much, the day he left their village behind and set out for the capital. But, like any eighteen-year-old, Heizou dug in his heels, unwilling to be deterred from the path he had envisioned before him.

Like any teenager, though he meant well, he was unable to see the bigger picture.

And though he was spared during the vision hunt – had she been alive, would his mother have been? Would he have fought tooth and nail to protect her?

…

Would she have loved him if he hadn’t stayed her daughter?

Wordlessly, Kazuha moves forward to envelop Heizou in his arms, and then all Heizou can smell is fragrant blossoms, sun, and salt, as Kazuha muddles the border between their bodies.

“I can tell you still have so much you want to say,” Kazuha whispers. His hands tremble at Heizou’s back, at the nape of his neck – but the ronin only clutches him tighter. “You don’t have to say more – it’s okay. You don’t have to cry. Let’s sleep. It’s okay.”

Only then does Heizou feel the wetness to his cheeks and the tears that slip from his eyes, flowing down his face and into the pillow in rivulets.

He falls asleep like that, Kazuha shushing him softly, hand trailing feathery touches down his spine – and wakes in the weave of Kazuha’s touch. The ronin is sprawled out across Heizou like a starfish, snoring softly in his ear. Heat travels up his neck, but Heizou ignores it. He can be embarrassed later. For now, he burrows his nose in Kazuha’s hair and inhales deeply, grounding himself with the familiar scent.

He’ll be alright. He’ll have to be.

…

He’s an allogene, after all.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
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When Kazuha wakes, the sky has torn itself open.

Rain clatters harshly against the window panes. It’s a strange phenomenon, this time of year – and so close to Stone Gate too. Mondstadt, land of pleasantly warm days and few clouds in the sky, is practically a stone’s throw away. Still, the sudden shift in weather doesn’t surprise him. Yesterday, the trees bowed beneath the harsh winds, and it was quite warm, too: all things indicating an oncoming storm.

It takes a moment for him to pry his eyes open.

Faint sounds of an inn waking up (chatter, wandering, cutlery clinking, and beds being made) fall on his ears. Something furry has crawled beneath the covers during the night and settled by his feet, as per usual.

He pokes the little heater with his big toe. Tama, in response, sinks her teeth into the arch of his foot, nibbling in warning.

Once Tama has released him, Kazuha lets his eyes sweep across the room. The other half of the bed is empty – but it’s warm, still. Wrapping himself back in the covers he discarded during his sleep, Kazuha rolls over to the spot Heizou must’ve vacated only recently.

Adoration grows and grows in his chest as Kazuha burrows his nose in Heizou’s pillowcase. The flowery, sweet scent of the detective’s shampoo clings to the fabric. He feels quite silly– he probably looks silly, too, but he finds he doesn’t care in the slightest.

He wraps his arms around the pillow as if it may get wrenched from his grasp at any moment. Of course, he’s well aware there’s merely a single door and a bit of a search separating the two of them, and he can get up at any moment to envelop the actual man in his hold, but the thought is a bit… daunting, to say the least.

After last night, he doesn’t feel like they can continue on like nothing happened. It’s an insincere act, to pretend like Heizou’s words didn’t touch him, budging loose thoughts and memories he’d long buried. To act like he doesn’t know where Heizou’s coming from… the very thought eats Kazuha alive. It’s unfair. He can’t do that to Heizou.

… He, too, has experienced the deep loneliness a vision brings, after all.

Between gaining his vision and meeting with his late, most treasured friend (and even partner in life, whenever the two of them found the courage to proclaim it), he had felt piercing gazes upon his back whenever he ventured into a town to stock up on supplies. His ability to predict the weather, once lauded, turned him into a herald of storms.

The earth spoke to him, soft poems and sweet nothings both. But, for the longest time, he was too afraid to listen.

His partner’s presence helped somewhat. Scrutinizing eyes and hurtful words – both rolled off of his back like water on a duck’s feathery coat. In fact, he seemed to thrive under the attention. Everything that was meant to hurt him, he took in stride, snarking back and laughing about it afterwards until his hair stood on end from the static released, jolts of pure joy springing from his fingertips.

He carried electro in such an interesting way, like it was a part of him that went deeper than skin, deeper than an indigo stone. Entwined like two saplings, sprouted separately and grown together.

And when he went, so went his vision.

… It was months later when it happened. He’d been on the Crux for barely a week, keeping mostly to himself and speaking only when spoken to. He doesn’t recall what may have caused it, but his mind had been quieter that day. No longer was he intensely aware of the gaze of others – and thus, he’d slipped back into old habits.

That first time he’d hopped off the ropes strung to the crow’s nest and used the wind to cushion his fall, he had flinched upon landing, worried that he might’ve startled the crew—

—startled them with something that came to him so naturally.

… Instead, Beidou had thrown an arm across his shoulders and pulled him close, lauding him as their ‘little whirlwind’.

Now that he thinks about it – that one moment, though it may have seemed small and insignificant to her, may very well have paved the way on the road to healing his heart.

Kazuha feels a twitch to his lip, pulling it upward. He really does owe that woman everything. Had she not intervened, who knows where he would be now? Who he would be now? Not quite a haunted house, no – an empty house. The lights are off. The curtains are drawn – and life does not exist, so long as you do not open your front door. You are awake, but you aren’t home.

And when he first met Heizou, he saw the similarities… but it was merely a passing thought. Oh, how Kazuha wishes he could’ve been wrong about the detective.

Instead of bearing his vision like it is an extension of himself, or a gift once given and nothing more, he walks through life like the Gods are watching through his eyes, eternally judging his every move.

Just who is he trying to impress?

Speaking of gods, Heizou isn’t very forthcoming with the details of what exactly happened on the evening before he broke the news to them at Wanmin Restaurant. Usually, Kazuha wouldn’t mind – he’s not one to pry in general. But, whatever happened between him and the remains of Rex Lapis’ spirit… it weighs on him. Though a new fire burns brightly in Heizou’s eyes and smiles come easier to him, this weight rears its ugly head in the quiet moments.

Heizou laughs, he jokes, and he theorizes. He stares off into nothing, all the life drained from his face. He teases, holds back his yawns – he walks Teyvat like he’s never been here before.

… And Kazuha does not know how to help.

The sound of approaching footsteps snaps him out of his thoughts. Soon after, the door swings open and Heizou wanders in, a face towel slung over his shoulder. Though he’s dressed and his face appears washed, his hair is a righteous mess. Chest swelling at the sight, Kazuha pushes himself up from the mattress, hand searching his nightstand for a comb.

At the very least, he can help in little ways.

Tama, having heard the creak of the door, wiggles out from under the comforter and weaves around Heizou’s legs. Heizou doesn’t seem entirely awake yet, his eyes half-lidded and adoring coos at Tama interrupted by yawns pushing their way past his lips.

As amusing as this display is, they should still get ready for the day so that, when the rain lets up, they can depart immediately. If the weather permits it, they will reach the capital city before the day’s end.

“Good morning, Heizou.”

Like a kid caught with their hand in the cookie jar, Heizou’s gaze snaps to him, a delectable flush spreading through his cheeks. He rises back up to his full height and takes Tama up with him, holding the cat in his arms like a newborn babe – a very big, very fluffy newborn. Tama, at least, doesn’t seem to mind. Heizou’s grasp is gentle, his arms toned – anyone would feel secure in such a hold.

… And no, Kazuha refuses to be jealous of a cat.

Heizou bats his lashes, one brow raised in delight. “Oh?” he chuckles. “Waiting for me, were you?”

Kazuha pats the mattress before him, waving the comb in his hand.

“For you, I would wait until the end of times.”

Heizou sinks down into the space, Tama still in his arms. He shakes his head, rolls his eyes – though fondness colours his tone. “Goodness. Buy me dinner first, would you?”

With Heizou’s back to him, Kazuha threads the comb’s teeth through auburn hair. His hand wanders to the left of Heizou’s neck as he works, fingers grazing the side of his jaw – and the detective practically melts under his touch.

They sit like that for only a few minutes but, despite his better judgement, Kazuha wishes it may last for hours – days, even. No matter how much distance he puts between himself and his land of birth, eternity ends up following him everywhere like a shadow.

Thankfully, when Heizou gathers his hair and invites him down to breakfast, Kazuha remembers how wonderful fleeting moments can be. After all, he once fought, and continues to fight, for beautiful impermanence.

(And when he discreetly moves some of his pickled vegetables to Heizou’s plate, in a desperate attempt to convey that I’m here, you’re loved, and I want you to eat well, Heizou has the decency to pretend not to notice.)

…

Just as Kazuha thought, the weather clears up just after noon. They eat a quick lunch and before long, they’re back on the road again. Tama rests within the folds of his haori, having had a terribly exhausting morning of begging for fish and sleeping under warm covers, the poor girl. He tries not to jostle her too much as they ascend the steps to Stone Gate.

All along the way, Kazuha can’t help but notice Heizou’s gaze is drawn to the sky above, even when there is little to be seen. Something akin to awe glimmers in his eyes – though for what reason, Kazuha cannot say.

… The thought that something must’ve been done for, or to, Heizou, pops up and lodges itself firmly into the forefront of his mind. Silently, he clenches his hand, attempting to focus on the myriad crescents he presses into his palm and their biting sting.

He will not allow the seed of worry in his chest to sprout – he refuses.

Kazuha inhales once, briefly, followed by a deep breath. He has to accustom himself to his surroundings. He has to focus on something else.

The saccharin sweetness of violetgrass blossoms, clinging to the rocks. Sunlight, warm on his back. The breeze, cold from the rain, alerting him that their respite from the storm is but brief. Grass swaying against his calves. Water murmuring in the brook below.

“You okay?”

Kazuha pries open his eyes, and finds Heizou by his side – unbearably close, might he add: brow knitted, head tilted ever so slightly in question, gaze equal parts curious and concerned.

If only Yun Jin was by his side. Kazuha likes to believe he’s decent at providing support, but when it comes to what lies at the heart of an issue, Yun Jin is that much better at reaching for it. She’d sink her heels into the ground, refusing to budge until it is resolved.

… Perhaps they left too soon.

“Ah—” Kazuha says, gathering his thoughts. “W-Why yes, of course. I’m merely a bit lost in thought. If I may ask… what will your next course of action be?”

Heizou rolls his bottom lip between his teeth. They stand at the top of the hill leading down into the gorge. Sunlight is scarce here, only able to peek above the surrounding hills in a few spots. Whereas the cliffs and mountains of Liyue are imposing in their reach for the sky, those of Mondstadt sweep along, rolling like waves and bowing into whichever way the wind blows.

“Gathering information, naturally. Any investigation is part hitting the books, part hitting the pavement. Besides – Barbatos may be closer to civilization than we think,” Heizou says decisively. “I set out thinking he may not be around at all, but if what I learned is true…”

Kazuha doesn’t have to think long about where he garnered knowledge like that. Though, the way Heizou pinches his chin, humming in deep thought… seeing him back in his element is a great relief. Kazuha can feel a bit of the pressure building in his chest lifting.

“Then…?” Kazuha ventures.

“Then the question is not where Barbatos might be, but rather… why hasn’t he shown himself?

As they descend the wooden staircase, Kazuha places a hand on the cat-shaped lump under his haori to steady it. He’s no detective by any means, though he has seen at least a third of Teyvat and spoken to many bright minds – and thus, can determine a reasonably plausible conclusion.

“Well… he is the God of Freedom, for one thing. Being known to the public would certainly limit his daily life.”

Heizou appears satisfied with his reasoning, nodding in approval. “True, but there must be more to the case. I know there must be.”

“How can you be sure?” Kazuha asks.

In response, Heizou points a finger and taps it against his temple, a brilliant smile on his lips – ah, of course. His intuition.

“Other than that, I’d like to learn more about the nature of visions,” Heizou continues. “That, and… well, anything else I can learn that may prove beneficial to my work. I did promise the triad of Inazuma’s scariest women I’d use my experiences to become a better sleuth, after all.”

Kazuha laughs a breathy chortle. “Only you would dare to call them that.” His feet carry him closer to Heizou’s side as they walk along. “So, any first stop in mind?”

It’s almost impressive how quickly Heizou’s mood does a one-eighty. “The library,” he groans, voice heavy with discontent. “One thing about chasing Gods that I hadn’t considered is that, compared to some crook, they don’t leave a physical trail for me to follow. Thus, my first order of business will be to, once again, familiarize myself with their history – that, and check out any place they might’ve frequented.”

Kazuha mulls over Heizou’s words, his gait slowing.

“I can’t say I know of any location like that – my last time in Mondstadt was brief, and I didn’t have much time to wander around.” Something flashes in his mind – a recollection, an idea. “But I do know of someone who may help.”

It’s been a while since he’s last seen the bard, though Kazuha already knows he will be greeted as if not a single day has passed between them. He does his best not to miss anyone, only ever looking forward to the pleasant times he’ll have again the next time he meets with his many friends around the world… and, truthfully, finding someone who shares his outlook had been a refreshing change of pace.

It’s a strange comfort, knowing that even time cannot touch certain friendships.

Heizou has turned his gaze to him, eyes wide and nearly glittering in excitement – cute.

“His name is Venti. A couple times now, I’ve heard him regale tales of yore at the tavern – that, and… some other songs.” He coughs into his fist, shaking his head as if to rid himself of the memory. “If we can catch him before he reaches the bottom of his glass, you might even be able to start your investigation early.”

“I see…” Heizou muses. “A head start would be nice, no?”

Kazuha hums in agreement. “Also, we would need a place to stay for the foreseeable future. He still owes me, anyhow.”

Though Kazuha doesn’t mind roughing it out in nature, he’s certain Heizou would prefer to sleep somewhere with four walls and a proper bed – somewhere he can turn into his base of operations. Also, he knows the detective’s funds for this trip are slowly dwindling. If he can at least ease the worry of their lodging, he’ll count that as a win.

Heizou laughs. “Oh? I didn’t peg you for one to deal in favours.”

“It’s a good system to have out on the road – you scratch my back, I scratch yours. Or, in this case, I fish you out of the river after you tumble in after a night of drinking, you let me and my partner use your spare bedroom at zero cost.”

For a moment, Heizou says nothing, worrying Kazuha that he might’ve said something improper – but then, an impish grin spreads across Heizou’s cheeks, and he leans closer, unbearably close, his words nearly a hushed whisper.

“Y’know,” he murmurs, almost sultry, dear Gods, “I like ‘em with a bit of a mean streak.”

He feels the beat of his heart in his throat, the whistle in his ears – and Heizou merely laughs at his misfortune. Devilish, devilish detective.

Heizou laughs, links his fingers together, and rests his interlocked hands behind his head as he walks. Even in the shadows, he looks so bright and content that for a moment Kazuha almost forgets about the darkness that lingers behind those eyes. It’s not that he forgets completely – for a most wonderful second, the idea that everything is alright overshadows what may be wrong.

In any case, he’s glad he can distract Heizou long enough from whatever plagues him just by virtue of being himself. He is used to being a listening ear, a sounding board – he adores it. What better gift is there than being around to witness one close to you blossom into their best self?

Just as he ponders this (and Heizou’s chatter fills his ears), a flash of black between the sun-yellowed brush catches his eye.

On the other side of the gorge, in a rare spot of sunlight by the waterside, sits a pair of hilichurls on their haunches, ripples of light playing upon their masks as they stare at the brook’s glittering surface. One is a bit bigger than the other – more scarred, too. Both are so still, so quiet, it gives Kazuha pause.

A few paces behind the odd pair, a crooked apple tree rustles in the wind, its pink blossoms scattering petals across the water. They take turns delicately placing leaves and daisies upon the water, watching them drift off in complete silence.

Heizou wanders back to him, probably to ask Kazuha what made him stop – but before he can he, too, witnesses the pair of hilichurls.

“What a pleasant scene,” Kazuha hums. Distantly, he feels something being jostled loose in his brain – a thread of inspiration. The words come to him easier than breathing.

“Beneath boughs of green,

sail your ships of buds and leaves—”

He stops, unsure of how to finish the poem. The words are on the tip of his tongue, he can feel it—

“—our hearts are the same.”

Something climbs up Kazuha’s throat, warm and fuzzy, at hearing Heizou finish his poem.

During his travels, he always tends to take a wide berth around hilichurls, not intent on disturbing them – or having them disturb him. He feels strangely like an outsider looking in upon such a… human display.

“There is something… pleasantly surprising about it, isn’t there?” he says, transfixed on the scene playing out on the other side of the water. “It appears we are but one of many that can appreciate the beauty of the world around us.” He turns his gaze to Heizou—

—and finds him slack-jawed, eyes blown wide. Deathly silent. Haunted.

Kazuha’s stomach drops in turn.

The wind picks up around them, and Kazuha hurriedly places a hand on the small of Heizou’s back, leading him away from the scene and toward the gorge’s exit.

As Dawn Winery comes into view, he can feel Heizou starting to relax under his touch, the tensity in his muscles fading as the seconds strike by. Kazuha rubs the spot with his thumb. He wishes, perhaps foolishly, that all of Heizou’s stress, all of his worries, could gather atop his skin and latch onto Kazuha’s own.

Perhaps distracting him is all he can do for now.

…

Just as they pass the entrance to Springvale, it begins pouring down once again. Of course, the last thing you’d pack when visiting Mondstadt is an umbrella, so they run the rest of the way with their arms above their heads. A futile attempt is made at creating some kind of shield with their anemo energy, though that only ends up failing miserably and making them even wetter – but at least it draws a laugh out of Heizou.

The knights at the capital city’s main gate still recognize him, so it’s only a matter of introducing Heizou before they’re safely inside. Thanks to the weather, the streets are barren of people, yet teeming with life in their own way: flowerpots on every street corner, and banners that whip back and forth in the strong winds.

Despite the rain in his eyes, Heizou looks around in wonder, his lips parted ever so slightly in a smile and gaze trained on the gray, quickly darkening skies above.

With a hand locked around the detective’s wrist, Kazuha leads Heizou from doorways to eaves until they reach Angel’s Share. Though he feels a rumble in his stomach and Good Hunter would be the better option for a filling dinner, it’ll be better to meet with Venti as soon as possible so they can unload their luggage.

The greeter at the entrance is nowhere to be seen. Kazuha pushes the door to the establishment open, holding it out for Heizou. The detective graces him with a grin when he enters. Rain drips from his fringe down the curve of his nose, over his cheek, and reaches his chin where he wipes it away. Kazuha has a feeling he’s not much better off himself.

All in all, they look like drowned cats – unlike the actual cat with them, who hops out of Kazuha’s haori, coat dry and not a hair out of place, and wanders off into the tavern. Kazuha lets her. Just like him, she feels the pull to wander, and he knows she’ll always find her way back to him.

It’s lively tonight. Patrons fill every corner of the room, and from the second floor, people lounge across the balustrade: chatting animatedly, stomping their feet to a song that fills whatever empty space is left in the tavern and, of course, most importantly of all, drinking the night away. Barely anyone spares them a glance – besides the proprietor, who stares at them in thinly-veiled interest. Overall, he seems more concerned about the water dripping onto his floors.

Heizou sidles up next to him. “So,” he says, wringing some more droplets from his sleeve – the proprietor’s eyes narrow at the sight, “where’s this friend of yours?”

“He can’t be far, this is his regular haunt.” Kazuha plucks Heizou’s hands from his sleeve. “I assume he’s—”

“—ACHOO!”

A hurricane-like sneeze barrels through the tavern, nearly rattling the glasses on display behind the bar. A momentary lull falls in the din of the tavern goers before conversation picks up again.

Kazuha chuckles half-heartedly. “… Upstairs.”

When they ascend the staircase, Venti sits at a table near the balustrade, appearing quite occupied as the tries to balance a glass of wine, cover his nose, cough his lungs out, and keep Tama at bay all at once.

The bard spots him, keeling over the back of his chair dramatically. He rests the back of his hand against his forehead, wineglass still in his hold – the wine held within sloshes around, seconds away from spilling into his lap.

“I knew it, I knew it!” he exclaims, voice already nasally from allergies. “Assassins have come for me – fluffy and ruthless, they are. Woe! Woe is me!”

A chortle bubbles from Kazuha’s throat. He unhooks Tama’s claws from the bard’s leggings, shepherding her back downstairs.

“You seem just fine for someone who refuses to buy allergy medication.”

Venti is tipsy already – in greeting, he pulls Kazuha closer by the waist and bumps his head into Kazuha’s stomach, drawing more laughter from the man.

“It’s good to see you too,” Kazuha hums. “You know, just because it’s named ‘Death After Noon’ doesn’t mean you have to start ordering it right as the clock strikes twelve.”

“Propaganda,” Venti mumbles incoherently. “Lies and slander. Also, incredibly untrue. I began ordering it right after lunch.”

“And when was that?”

“One-thirty.”

Of course, Kazuha partakes in drink too from time to time, but Venti always manages to take it to quite another level. For all his songs and rhymes and limericks, Kazuha has yet to hear the word ‘restraint’ spoken by the bard – thus, Kazuha plucks the wineglass from Venti’s hand.

“Nooo…” Venti yowls, pawing at his drink.

“Your first love will still be here in a moment,” Kazuha chides in good nature. “First, let me introduce you to—”

His gaze flicks upwards at the staircase landing, and at the detective – who looks like he’s chewed glass at the sight of his treasured friend. A harshness to his brow. Intensity in his gaze.

“… Heizou,” Kazuha finishes, all the breath sucked from his chest.

Venti, Seven bless him, seems oblivious to Heizou’s scrutinizing glare. He lets his eyes take in Heizou, from his heels to the tips of his hair. He stares, open-mouthed, as focused as a drunkard can – though some lucidity returns to his gaze once it lands on the hairpin.

… Slowly, Venti looks back at him. Kazuha stares back.

“Huh,” Venti says, decisively. “Uh-huh.”

It’s not that the bard is difficult to understand when it comes to his thoughts – it’s as if he deliberately makes it more difficult, glances and giggles interspersed between his every spoken word.

“Heizou, huh?” he continues. He walks up to the detective, takes his hand in greeting, and shakes it perhaps a bit too enthusiastically. “I see – I see very well!” He tugs Heizou along to his table, pushing both him and Kazuha into seats. “To think I would live to see this day…”

Abruptly, he sweeps a hand through the air, shouting across the tavern, “This calls for a good song!”

The reaction is instantaneous: patrons clap, shouting jovially in anticipation. Above the ruckus, Kazuha tugs Venti down by his capelet.

“Um, sorry, I don’t quite understand—” he mutters, Venti’s ear nearly pressed against his mouth “—what calls for a good song?”

Venti merely laughs in response, ruffling his hair and making some exaggerated kissy faces – to Kazuha’s complete bafflement – before climbing atop a neighbouring table with his lyre. He hums half a tone ladder, strums a few chords—

—and starts belting the most vulgar lyrics Kazuha has heard in his life.

As the song nears its end, Kazuha leans over the table to Heizou. “I… am so sorry about him.”

For what it’s worth, Heizou has stopped looking at Venti like he’s seen a dead man walking. Now, he looks at the bard like he’s a puzzle to solve, another mystery to crack.

And Heizou gives him that smile that almost makes Kazuha want to tether himself to the known and steady, for he knows no view will ever compare to the brilliance within arm’s reach.

“You sure do know how to pick ‘em,” Heizou laughs. A twinkle plays in his eye, as if he and he alone is privy to a very funny joke.

To and fro, the detective sways between moods, and Kazuha is unsure what sets him off. But he does know he wants to help, and he hopes, Gods does he hope, that his presence may ease the burden on Heizou’s heart even somewhat.

Perhaps his presence is all he can give.

Between rowdy tavern goers, Heizou lifts Venti’s glass to his lips, taking tantalizingly slow sips of cherry-red wine. He can hear the wind howling outside, can hear nature in distress all around him – and nature is he, knowing each breeze so differently from those around him.

Eventually, Venti starts playing something a bit more family-friendly and, feeling quite bold, Kazuha leads Heizou by the hand to dance. It’s little more than some swaying and twirling, so different from the traditional dances they were taught in childhood, but it draws laughter from Heizou.

Despite his wishes, Dragonspine calls his name. An icy lure cast in his periphery: a line, a hook, and a bait he can’t resist. He can feel himself slipping, his ability to deal with the loud and the busy waning.

But he’ll stay for a few days more, just long enough to know Heizou is properly settled in. Who knows, maybe the carefree attitude of Mondstadt will rub off on Heizou and he’ll finally learn to relax. A man can dream, anyhow.

But, most of all, he hopes things will be alright. He doesn’t pray, hasn’t for a long time – but the urge is there nonetheless. It’s inescapable. It lives in the same space Kazuha occupies. It persists. It festers.

And tonight, when Kazuha sleeps, the sky will stitch itself closed.


Notes for the Chapter:
i didn’t mean to take another hiatus, but real life has been…. a lot, recently, so finding the energy to write has been challenging. still, I hope this chapter was enjoyable! until next time <3

(this chapter’s art is made by the amazing Els!! reposting the art is strictly prohibited.)






9. Any Friend



Gin and wine, vodka on ice. Peanuts and fruit juice. Cocktails, salted sausages, Death after Noon, and a tankard of ale – all disappeared down the bard’s hatch throughout the night. He and Kazuha watched him walk home with only a minimal amount of tripping and stumbling, but Heizou surmised (and Gods Almighty, is he good at surmising) that they were in for a long, long night.

…

And that’s how Heizou finds himself in the darkest hour within a dimly lit bathroom: empty toilet rolls by his feet, a dark fringe in his hand, and the bard bowed into the toilet bowl.

Heizou turns his nose away, lest he start feeling the urge to retch himself. His hand turns clammy from the sweat beading at Venti’s temple as the bard heaves, food coming up as quickly as it went down. The ceiling light buzzes like a wasp’s nest. Venti raises his head, eyelids fluttering – confusion in his words, like a man probing in the dark.

“Kah…” he breathes. “Kazu…?”

He brushes some stray hairs from the bard’s forehead.

“No, it’s Heizou.”

Though the amount of drinking done tonight had been excessive, even for a Mondstadt native, any old fool knows to stick with one type of liquor. Either way, though Venti’s predicament is definitely, absolutely, unequivocally his own fault, puking your guts out is a fate you wouldn’t wish on anyone.

He finds a discarded hair tie atop the grimy sink, the elastic within stretched out, and uses it to tie back Venti’s fringe. He wets a washcloth to press to the bard’s forehead, feeling the heat of his skin even through the fabric. Venti whimpers at the touch.

When the only thing still coming up is spit, Venti lowers himself until his feet are pressed beneath his thighs, resting his cheek on the toilet seat.

Though bone-deep exhaustion pulls on his lids, Heizou forces them open. He rubs a hand between the bard’s shoulder blades.

“Think you can stomach some tea?” he asks. Venti merely groans in response, sounding seconds away from sobbing.

“… Ruthless,” he mumbles, “fluffy and ruthless…”

Heizou rolls his eyes.

“Zuzu—” he continues – Heizou holds his breath, “—I can’t do this.” A hiccup. A lone tear travels along the curve of his nose. “I can’t, Zuzu…”

…

When Heizou looks over, Venti is out cold, snoring away on the rim.

With the lamp’s buzzing stuck in his stomach, Heizou carries the bard back to his room, tucks him in, then retreats to the guest room. The door clicks shut behind his back in finality.

Shattered beams of moonlight peer through between the curtains. Kazuha has barely cracked open an eye – figures that, with nature stuck behind locked doors and beneath hardwood floors, Kazuha sleeps like the dead. He’s barely moved an inch while Heizou was dealing with Venti. The covers are pulled up to his chin, still, his hair splayed on the barrage of pillows behind him. Tama lays like a lifeless sack on top of his stomach.

… Well, at least he’s cute.

Carefully, Heizou shuffles back beneath the sheets. Tama cracks open an eye, stretches and yawns so wide he can see the back of her throat, and then pads over to him to lay atop his blanketed legs.

…

The seconds stretch on into minutes, and on into hours. Heizou discards one blanket, then another, and sometime during his fussing Tama decides she’s fed up with the constant jostling, abandons ship, and disappears down the hallway.

He discards his socks, kicks his half of the bedding down to his lower legs, then goes as far as pulling his pyjama shirt over his head. He can’t tell how long he lies here. Restless. Body boiling beneath his skin. Thoughts a discordant cacophony in his mind.

… In truth, he can’t stop thinking about the bard.

It’s gotten easier to disregard the myriad strings around him, crisscrossing the streets and painting every paver gold. Of course, they’re still there – but when he focuses, they shift and turn similar to spider’s silk: invisible, except when viewed at a specific angle.

But the bard… he couldn’t even tell if any strings were tethered to him beneath the mess of loose ones, draped across his frame like a tattered cloak, clinging to his arms and tangled around his neck like a bejewelled noose.

He might’ve appeared ill to Kazuha upon first seeing the bard, which wasn’t too far off the mark. In truth, it had taken Heizou all his willpower not to vomit. He’d ascended the stairs, and it had felt like being slammed in the face by the Alcor’s prow. Disorienting, overwhelming. Too much.

Even Zhongli didn’t hold this many connections. He’d told Heizou that, as an Archon, he had to tether most human connections to his censer. It is an anchor for his people’s faith. Without it, he would feel each of their emotions as closely as his own – not quite the ideal situation for a man who wishes to live among them, ordinarily, as human as he can be.

He’d shown Heizou the censer – and wouldn’t you know it, once they had reached the pavilion, the censer appeared nearly aburst with flame. At the very least, it explained why Heizou felt ill the first time he glanced upon it: it overloaded his senses, even when he didn’t realize it was there.

… Of course, that only brought up even more questions than answers. Just as Kazuha is naturally attuned to the world around him… might he be more susceptible to the Gods’ presence in certain things? Finding scratches in bark or footprints in the mud, that he can chalk up to his own perceptiveness. The trails of pyro energy of a campfire trampled out, clinging to perpetrators’ clothes like tobacco smoke – elemental sight, naturally.

But the thrum in his veins, the taste of doubt at the back of his throat, the voice in the back of his mind that tells him to dig ever deeper – are they merely his body’s reaction to habits of his? Or has he been touched by the Heavenly hand, years before he ever held a vision?

… Heizou’s not sure he wants to know the answer. Thankfully, he’s a well-adjusted adult and will deal with these feelings accordingly. Someday. Maybe.

In any case, going off all he’d learned from Zhongli concerning his new ability, Heizou has a sneaking suspicion that Barbatos doesn’t have a ‘censer’, so to speak. It is told the Archon partakes in good drink and fine song. He watches out for Mondstadt, even as he sleeps.

Now, Heizou knows the Archon can shovel roasted almonds into his pie hole like his life depends on it, too – and a single wall is all that separates them.

Well, he’s not completely certain yet. The lack of evidence is certainly alarming. Even so, the clues all intertwine in the most exhilarating way.

(And those hilichurls, and the lone thread connecting them… he’ll think about it some other day.)

…

Somehow, he wakes up hours later, the light of day painting the guest room in silvery hues. A painting hangs on the wall, amateurish in composition, and a collection of kitschy figurines lines the top of the dresser. He hadn’t noticed them last night.

An itch plays at the back of his throat. With a lot of effort, Heizou pushes himself into a sitting position and stretches, feeling instantly better when he both hears – and feels – his back pop. He chances a glance at the bed beside him.

… Kazuha stares up at him, eyes wide and pupils dilated in rapt attention as if he’s seconds away from pouncing. Though the covers are pulled up to his nose, Heizou can tell the ronin is smiling: a faint dusting of pink colours his face.

His brain takes that very moment to catch up with him – and he’s nude. Well, almost. He brings a hand up to his chest, more so as a knee-jerk reaction than an actual attempt to cover himself. It won’t do much good, either way – Kazuha has already seen him shirtless once before, back at the beach. Though, this instance feels more… intimate, in a way. Thrilling – exciting in the most unprecedented way.

He isn’t too taken aback by his scars, either. If anything, Kazuha looks at his chest with… desire. As if he wants to kiss the marred skin as badly as Heizou wanted to kiss the skin of Kazuha’s hand days prior.

They voice none of it. Instead, Kazuha murmurs: “Good morning,” his voice thick from sleep, filled with adoration raw and tender.

“Good morni—”

A string of coughs burst violently from Heizou’s throat, each one more painful than the last. It stings, it burns—

—Kazuha presses something cold in his hands, solid and smooth, then helps him bring it towards his lips. Water cascades down his throat. He barely realized Kazuha had gotten up to fetch him a glass of water.

Once his coughing fit has subsided, Kazuha presses a hand against his forehead. His palm, usually so warm, now feels cool to the touch.

“Not a high fever, if I were to guess,” he hums. Concern is laced through his every word. “I suppose it’s only natural one of us would fall ill after travelling through a rainfall like that.”

“And figures it would be me,” Heizou laughs. Though the water helped, his throat aches considerably, still. “It’ll take more than a little cold for me to become bedridden. I’m still going out today.”

“I never said you couldn’t. Just… promise me you’ll take it easy.” Kazuha takes the empty glass from him. Exasperation and adoration tinge his tone both. “If I recall, there’s a healer somewhere on main street – let’s visit right after breakfast. But how about some tea first, hm?”

After pulling the shirt he’d discarded during the night back on, Heizou follows Kazuha into the house. He hadn’t been able to get a good look at everything last night, since they arrived late, were shown the guest room, and then promptly passed out from sheer exhaustion – but now…

A pigsty would be an appropriate comparison.

The staircase down to the first floor is a portent of what is to come – the treads double as a coat rack and display cabinet both, with all things ranging from knick-knacks to spare change littering the stairs.

They emerge into the living room, and it appears last night they were led through a path Venti has carved through the rubbish. Every available surface contains traces of once being used as a dining table, despite a perfectly fine dining table being in the corner of the room, hidden beneath odds and ends, flower presses, and a grand assortment of dirty dishes.

The kitchen isn’t much better off. The stovetop is caked in grime and splattered with grease. One part of the counter has been cleared – which, to the bard, means pushing the rubbish from one side of the counter to the other. In the cleared space sits a folded piece of paper, the words ‘open me!’ scribbled on the front.

Heizou looks at Kazuha.

Kazuha looks at him.

Being a braver man than he, Kazuha plucks the letter from the counter, unfolding it for both of them to read.

…

‘Dear Kazuha (and strange yet respectable bedmate of Kazuha who probably got introduced to me but I’ve forgotten your name) ♥,’

Kazuha’s face contorts as if he’s bit into a lemon. Heizou would laugh if only the use of the word ‘bedmate’ hadn’t tied his tongue into a knot.

‘As you are likely aware, your most honourable bard has already long vacated the premises, and it is imperative you know that he won’t return until later this evening. Please, help yourself to the scrumptious morsels found within his kitchen cabinets. If you are in dire need of his presence, you may find him wherever the wind blows.

‘(By the way, there’s a rat living in my broom closet. Don’t open the door unless you want it to become YOUR problem.)

‘Hugs and kisses!

‘Venti’

…

“Well then,” says Kazuha, coughing into his fist.

“Yep.”

“If you prefer, I can still pitch a tent outside the city gates?”

“Oh-ho, getting cold feet? Even though crashing here was your idea?”

Kazuha sighs through gritted teeth. “You deserve better. I sincerely apologize.”

Heizou blinks rapidly, whatever jabs and teases he had left melting on his tongue. “Woah, hey, it’s not that bad.” He wraps a hand around Kazuha’s arm, hoping the touch can be enough to make him smile once more. “It’s, uh— the place has… charm.”

His gaze wanders to some stain he can’t identify, caked onto the bottom of a saucepan. Is that tomato sauce? No, nope. That’s mould.

“Even so, the fault lies with me for suggesting it in the first place. I had wished to keep potential stressors for you to a minimum, but… well.”

True, it’s not his most ideal base of operations – but right now, getting a smile back on the ronin’s lips is Heizou’s top priority.

“Pffft, these dust bunnies? Barely even noticed them until you pointed them out – and there’s even a rat in the broom closet. You didn’t tell me Venti had pets.”

Perhaps what Heizou said was funny somehow. More likely, it was so absurd Kazuha couldn’t help but laugh, caught off guard.

If anything, hearing that sweet laughter causes the tip of Heizou’s nose to tingle.

Tentatively, Kazuha’s hand slots into place over the one Heizou kept on his arm, his thumb sliding beneath Heizou’s index finger to caress the soft webbing between his digits.

“Thank you, Heizou.”

“Yeah,” Heizou responds, mind stumbling, “of course.”

Kazuha is quiet for a beat. “I now know what you think of this space, but tell me: what does the detective in you think?”

Heizou brings a hand to his lips in thought. He won’t be too scathing in his assessment for Kazuha’s sake – but still, he should know what’s truly on his mind.

“I think,” he hums, “that our ‘most honourable bard’ hasn’t cooked for himself in weeks. These stains are all crusted on, see? Which tells me he hasn’t done the dishes in a hot minute, and likely doesn’t have any clean plates left, either.” He looks back out over the living room. “And I have a sinking feeling he hasn’t done laundry in a while. All of this points to something in his life occupying all his time and energy, which means he no longer has the strength to upkeep his home.”

Of course, some messes here and there are part of life, but this— this is barely liveable.

“I’ll leave it to you to find out what this ‘something’ is, then.” It’s not a question, and not a demand – only a fact. Kazuha knows he can’t let a good mystery lie. He knows that kindness lies at the root of everything Heizou does. “In the meantime, I’ll focus my attention here. But first, let’s eat, shall we?”

In Venti’s cupboards, they unearth a handful of crumbs and a half-empty salt shaker. By some miracle, Kazuha discovers a jar of tea leaves pushed into the very back of his otherwise empty pantry.

“Let’s eat out,” Kazuha amends. Heizou doesn’t need much convincing to agree.

~

After a hearty breakfast (almost too hearty – this amount of sausages, scrambled eggs, and pan-fried potatoes can’t be good for anyone), they pick up some medicine for Heizou’s sore throat. He downs half of the concoction in one go, nearly choking on the overwhelming taste of anise.

They walk back to Venti’s house together. From the outside, it’s a cute little place, situated above a clockmaker’s shop. The ground floor is little more than an entryway, a staircase leading up into the actual house, and the dreaded rat-infested broom closet – but it’s quaint, and Kazuha looks even lovelier in the entryway, leaning on the door frame and standing one stone step higher than him. The shadows frame his face like a veil.

“Before the week’s end, I will show you every beautiful view this city has to offer,” Kazuha says, almost crooning.

Heizou responds, “I’ll be counting on it,” using every part of his brain to commit Kazuha’s gentle visage to memory.

“And I will be counting on you.”

With that, Kazuha retreats back inside, and Heizou takes that moment to lean with his back against the closed door, breathing in deeply and forcing his heart to settle. Man alive.

Mondstadt awakens all around him. The aroma of freshly-baked goods wafts through the air, a fountain murmurs quietly in the distance, and the early morning crowd begins to mill about.

With one final, long breath, Heizou straightens his haori and adjusts the pin in his hair.

Time to go to work.

First off, it would be best for him to get accustomed to the city, so that’s what he does: wandering around, letting his gaze rest on any passers-by. Though fewer folk are up and about compared to Liyue Harbor, those who are barely give themselves time to breathe whilst harking their wares. He catches a pair of knights standing guard near the market, one elbowing the other to stay awake. A gaggle of children causes a ruckus some stalls down, kicking a ball as chickens scatter out of their way in a flurry of feathers.

He knows he stands out from all the Mondstadt natives. Still, the way others – and knights most of all – stare at him is almost jarring. They don’t even try to hide it half the time. Compared to the social norms he grew up with, the difference is vast.

On the other hand, there are also those that approach him. Older folks that compliment his way of dress, kids who tug on his sleeves and try to get him to tell stories of his life in Inazuma… they don’t even know him, and yet, he is treated not as if it is his first time here, but as if he returned.

An itch plays at the back of his throat – and not one of illness.

He spends a good hour roaming the residential area, and around every corner, hidden in alcoves, displayed behind windows, and sat upon porch steps, sit little statues depicting the Anemo Archon, carved from stone or shaped from clay.

To see so many depictions of a God everywhere… it’s not a sight he’s used to. Then again, the guy hasn’t shown his face in centuries – might it be the people’s way of feeling closer to their deity? To make themselves feel like He is with them, no matter the stretches of time that separates them?

… Maybe he should ask these types of questions to someone who actually believes in Him.

Heizou pauses, looks around, and finds his feet have led him to the local Adventurer’s Guild. There are bound to be people inside from many walks of life – which is perfect, since it will give him a broad view of the situation he’s facing. He moves to open the door—

—footsteps, fast approaching.

Heizou jumps out of the way just as the door swings open, lacquered oak missing him by a hair. As if hellfire’s at his heels, a blond kid barrels out of the guild. He notices Heizou at the very last second, and in his attempt to not ram straight into him, the kid puts on the brakes, fails, tries to push himself away with a hand on the door frame, teeters on his heels, and finally loses his balance and falls over onto the pavers.

… Well then.

His hair is a mess, is the first thing on Heizou’s mind. Unruly, sun-bleached, tangled near the ends, and sticking up in such a way that makes it appear as if he rolled out of bed only a minute ago. A pair of goggles is nestled firmly atop his crown.

Ah, well. It’s not like he’s looking his best right now, either.

Heizou extends a hand to the groaning boy. “Woah, kid,” he chuckles, “where’s the fire?”

Apparently, that was the wrong thing to say – the boy’s head shoots up in alarm, eyes frantically searching around him and inspecting his hands.

“There’s a fire?!”

Heizou chuckles. “Only a proverbial one.”

Thankfully, the kid calms down considerably at that. With downcast eyes, he gingerly takes hold of Heizou’s hand, hauling himself up and dusting himself off. There’s an alarming amount of bandages wrapped around his arms and legs – strange.

“S-Sorry about that,” he mumbles. “I’ll pay more attention to where I’m going next time – promise!”

“Hey, no harm done, right? Actually, I’d like to believe this was fate, in some way. I was just about to head inside to inquire about some things. Would you mind if I ask you a couple of questions?”

The kid seems a bit hesitant: not too surprising, since he has no idea what Heizou might ask. After a moment, the kid nods.

“Alright, s-sure.” He scratches at the back of his head, tugging at the collar of his shirt. “Are you an adventurer, too? From the Inazuman branch?”

“No, no, nothing quite like that. I’m a detective.”

In an instant, the kid’s eyes widen in surprise – then, a smile spreads across his cheeks. An almost childlike excitement radiates off of him.

And finally, there, Heizou thinks. A glimpse at what lies beneath.

“Woah… really? That’s so cool! Do you fight master criminals? Chase villains through the streets? Have you seen… a dead body?” he rattles off, whispering the last part.

Heizou can’t help but press his lips into a thin line.

“Pray to the Gods you’ll never have to see one yourself,” he says. “Also, that sounds more like vigilante work than detective work.”

“Oh…” the kid murmurs. “Say, can you tell me about it, then? I do have some things to do today… but maybe we can walk and talk?” He brightens up akin to a puppy asked if it wants to go for a walk. Cute. “I’ll tell you anything you want to know too, of course!”

“In that case, allow me to introduce myself. I am Shikanoin Heizou.”

“Cool! I’m Bennett, nice to meet you!”

“The pleasure’s all mine,” Heizou laughs. “Please, lead the way.”

…

It turns out Bennett was hesitant for reasons Heizou could not have foreseen.

The kid is a magnet for danger. In just the couple hours they’ve been together, he has bared witness to Bennett tripping over loose pavers, getting splashed from a cart barrelling through a puddle, finding a hundred-mora coin and immediately dropping it down a drain, and so on and so forth.

It’s almost impressive, how badly the world has it out for him.

But, according to Bennett, all this is nothing new. He’s just glad falling flower pots haven’t hit Heizou in the head yet.

Heizou helps Bennett with his work, which consists mostly of odd jobs done for the Adventurer’s Guild and the Knights of Favonius: deliver a package here, find a lost cat there. It’s not quite the type of work Heizou expected adventurers to do – but then again, Bennett is still quite young. Perhaps he’ll receive more difficult tasks once he’s a bit older.

He felt the presence of a vision on Bennett’s person upon meeting him. Pyro, huh… it suits him. No matter how much the day throws at him, Bennett keeps on going with a fiery enthusiasm.

Unfortunately, questions worm their way into Heizou’s mind and refuse to leave. Though he was quite young upon receiving his vision, Bennett is even younger than he was back then. The thought turns his stomach.

He knows why it does so. He dares not voice it.

Thankfully, Bennett doesn’t seem to notice the war his mind is waging. He happily keeps up the conversation, answering anything Heizou asks about the city, its history, and their Archon, to the best of his abilities.

Once they’ve reached the end of Bennett’s to-do list (and the boy has been told enough tales about criminal activity to sate his curiosity), Heizou suggests they break for lunch before parting ways.

While Heizou’s still halfway through his bowl of radish soup, Bennett stands from the table to order another plate of hash browns and smoked chicken.

Gods almighty, Heizou thinks – Heizou knows, without a shadow of a doubt, this kid will grow up to be a head taller than me.

Distantly, the chime of a bell rings through the streets once they’ve finished their meal. Bennett stands abruptly, that same anxious tremble laced through his voice.

“Oh, that’s— I didn’t realize I’d taken up so much of your time. So, so sorry Heizou. I-I mean, mister Heizou—”

—a chortle, a huff of air through his nose. Heizou can’t help but laugh.

Bennett taught him more about Mondstadt in a few short hours than he could ever hope to learn by himself in a week. Not only that, he managed to learn about the common ways of belief in the city. Bennett himself falls under what Heizou would call ‘passive devotion’: the belief that Barbatos has a hand in everything, and will return to them some distant day.

But, most importantly perhaps, he got to spend time with Bennett. Though he acted like those unlucky occurrences barely fazed him, Heizou could tell, on some subconscious level, it did bother him.

Even with a handful of strings connected to him, a deep loneliness taints everything Bennett does.

He enjoyed his time with the kid. He was easy to talk to. Funny and friendly. Kind, too. Heizou wouldn’t say they’re acquaintances – friends, either. Something else. Something that feels so, oh so familiar, it might as well be ingrained within him.

… Maybe he’ll know what to name it, later.

“Actually,” Heizou says, “you’ve been invaluable, Bennett.”

Bennett gapes at him like he can’t quite believe what he’s hearing – then breaks into a wide grin, as if his words reached all the way to his heart.

“Oh— OH! Okay, then. Thank you! You— you too!” Bennett goes about gathering his things in a flurry of motion, dropping things and catching them just before they hit the ground.

Heizou goes over the facts: clammy hands, which cause him to have a lessened grip on his belongings, paired with a flush in his cheeks and the way his chest rises in elation…

… It wouldn’t surprise him if few people ever compliment Bennett.

“You know, if you ever need to know more stuff, I’m always around,” Bennett says, voice a tad hesitant. “Even if it’s something small! I… I want to help, no matter what.”

Heizou hums, “I might just have to take you up on that offer.”

Bennett’s grin turns even brighter. He looks like he wants to move in for a hug, almost does, then at the last second extends his hand rigidly. Heizou shakes it, highly amused.

One more ‘bye!’ and some enthusiastic waving later, Bennett takes his leave.

With the wind at his back, Heizou continues his investigation. That’s one point of view down – many more to go.

He catches an aged explorer sitting on a bench, and repeats his query: are you pious to Barbatos and, whether yes or no, what are your thoughts on him?

“Barbatos?” the man repeats. “Can’t say I’m much of a believer myself, but… living here, it’s impossible not to believe at least a little bit.”

Near one of the windmills, he finds a girl dressed in fineries.

“I literally couldn’t care less,” she says, inspecting her nails. “If he exists, that’s fine. But up until now, he’s had little bearing on my life. Why pray to something I can’t see?”

A nun looks at him like he’s hit his head when he asks her if she believes.

…

“You know, it wouldn’t surprise me if he’s been here for ages,” says another nun. “Disguised, just bumming around the city. Probably drinking until he can’t differentiate up from down.”

He finds her behind the church near the graves, cigarette halfway to her lips and face cast in late afternoon shadows. Smoke rolls from the corners of her mouth as she speaks.

To the untrained eye, she may appear uncaring – blasphemous, even. But Heizou can tell when someone has already been up since the crack of dawn doing work that gains little recognition.

They are kindred spirits, in a way.

“What makes you say that?”

He catches the slightest raise of her brow, the tiniest twitch to her lip. No accusation can be found in his query, only curiosity. It must be an unprecedented, but not unwelcome, change of pace for her.

She taps her thumb against her cigarette. White-hot cinders float to the ground as she collects her thoughts.

“I might not look it, but even I pay attention to the scriptures. He’s been around for millennia. He loves this place too much to ever leave.”

“If he loves this place,” Heizou asks, “why hasn’t he revealed himself?”

The nun regards him for a moment, then asks, “What’d you say your name was again?”

“Heizou. Shikanoin Heizou.”

The nun nods in understanding, taking another slow, drawn-out drag. “Rosaria. Pleasure.” She leans in closer, voice lowered an octave. “I’d watch your back if I were you. The knights love outsiders – maybe a little too much. Ask too many questions, and… well. Y’know.”

Heizou nods. “Duly noted.”

“Good kid.”

“I’m twenty-three.”

“As I said.”

After that, Rosaria takes her leave, grumbling about her break being over.

Heizou stays there for a bit longer. The breeze has taken on a slightly colder tinge now that evening approaches, and the sky collects dark clouds at the horizon only to bathe them in orange hues. He breathes in deeply, feeling the cold cascade into his lungs. It grounds him, in a way.

Though he hasn’t found any damning evidence concerning the ‘my current housemate might be the Anemo Archon’ situation, any clue helps in painting a clearer picture.

Perhaps, just like any detective, he wants it all to make sense.

Just like any friend, he wants to help wherever he can.

…

Often, he pondered his fallout with Sango in the aftermath. It was a clash of ideals. In her eyes, detectives are meant to find the truth, and nothing more. To go beyond that is a foolish notion. One man can’t fix the troubles of an entire world.

And perhaps that is his problem. He is good at what he does. He is good at finding, and solving, and fixing. He is good at helping others.

But that doesn’t make him a good detective.

…

Maybe he should just head back.

~

The first thing he smells is soap. Flowery, sweet. Pleasant.

Heizou locks the door behind him and ascends the stairs into the living area, each step groaning beneath his weight. He stands at the landing for a moment, shell-shocked, at the state of Venti’s house.

Where once the bard had carved paths through the rubbish, now there were floors and rugs – dirty floors and rugs, but floors and rugs nonetheless. The majority of Venti’s laundry has been delegated to the couch for the moment. Nonetheless, he can see lines of freshly-washed linens drying outside the window.

Though there’s still a lot to be done… it’s a marked improvement.

Kazuha pokes his head out of the kitchen, a gentle smile forming on his lips. Heizou can’t help but mirror him.

“One moment, please,” he greets. “Let me dry off my hands.”

Seconds later, Kazuha emerges from the kitchen with a plate in his hands – and atop it, an orange seperated into its parts and picked clean of the white stringy bits that always cling to oranges so, so stubbornly. It’s one of the reasons Heizou barely, if ever, chooses oranges over any other fruit. But Kazuha peeled it anyway. Kazuha took the time for him.

If he was any less emotionally stable right now, he might start crying.

“Please, eat,” says Kazuha – and Heizou does. The fruit is sweet and juicy, its skin bursting beneath his teeth. The knowledge that Kazuha thought of him is even more saccharine.

Kazuha pours tea for the both of them, and Heizou takes another helping of his medicine before they both sit down at the dining table.

“Any leads today, detective?” Kazuha asks. He passes over a plate of cinnamon-coloured biscuits, but when Heizou takes a bite, he finds they taste not the least bit like cinnamon. Crunchy, and a flavour that’s outright addicting – maybe he can persuade Kazuha to buy another bag tomorrow. Or five.

Heizou chews his biscuit, mulling over his words.

To call his inklings ‘leads’ would be much too generous. There are still gaps in the story – too many for him to close the case.

He knows, when it comes to religion, Mondstadt is divided. Even those that are mostly indifferent to their Archon hold a certain amount of respect for him. It’s difficult to avoid it, anyway, with how ingrained Barbatos is in most aspects of the city.

And the whole deal with Venti…

“Very little,” Heizou bemoans. “It appears you have managed to be more productive in your endeavours than I today – forget Barbatos, Kaedehara Kazuha is the one who performs miracles around here.”

Kazuha attempts to hide his face in his teacup. “You flatter me – but it is nothing, really. I still have a lot to do. My only goal is to somehow help ease the burden on Venti’s shou—Heizou.”

Heizou gingerly leafs through a stack of papers on the dining table.

“Shikanoin Heizou.”

“I’m listening, go on.”

“Those are important documents.”

“Huh, you don’t say.”

To escape Kazuha’s ire, Heizou stands up from the table, taking the documents with him. Kazuha copies him, following him as he weaves around the chairs and circles the couch.

Venti has some interesting files and papers – an unfinished poem here, a draft of a ballad there, as well as receipts, letters about venues and performances at festivals, as well as—

“—My, my, my,” Heizou drawls, climbing atop the couch and keeping the papers out of reach, “what do we have here?”

“Things that aren’t yours.” There’s a certain grumble to Kazuha’s tone, his timbre threatening. Heizou can’t recall ever seeing the man this irritated before.

It’s… kind of exciting.

Before Kazuha can do something terrible like flick his nose, pull his ear, or kick him right off the couch, Heizou turns back to him, presenting his findings.

“Venti doesn’t pay taxes.”

Kazuha’s gaze turns owlishly.

Heizou huffs a sigh through his nose, rolls his eyes fondly – of course a man who left his home before even being of age, spent years roaming the countryside, and then months as a political refugee, wouldn’t have the first clue on the intricacies of taxes.

With Kazuha’s fist tangled in the back of his shirt, Heizou leans closer to show him, pointing with his finger. “To fund institutions benefiting the city, a portion of a citizen’s income – objective to how much they make, of course – is collected once every few months. But, our ‘most honourable bard’ has been exempt from such duties.”

“… I get the feeling you want me to follow that up with a ‘so?’”

“So,” Heizou grins, “despite owning property and having not quite a nine-to-five but still a lucrative job, considering these contracts he has signed to play at taverns and festivals, he can’t be strapped for cash. And yet, someone at the Knights of Favonius has decided he doesn’t have to pay them a single dime. So, thus begs the question: why?”

Kazuha’s lips are pressed into a thin line as he tugs Heizou off the couch.

“I know you can help him,” Kazuha sighs, “even without rooting through his personal belongings.”

Heizou feels a twitch to his brow – a twinge of guilt. He drops the stack of papers onto the coffee table. It feels like there’s not enough air to fill his lungs.

“Yes, you’re right. I seem to have forgotten the easier way is also often the more reprehensible one.”

Kazuha’s brow smooths out, a gentle smile settling on his lips. “Thank you.”

“Forgive me?”

“Hm.” Kazuha looks away, rubbing his chin. “I’ll think about it.”

Heizou laughs. “Oh? What might it take to convince you?” It’s an exhilarating dance they do, pushing and pulling, knees pressing into inner thighs, and faces inches away from one another.

He feels the heat radiating off of Kazuha as crimson quickly overtakes his cheeks. When Heizou takes hold of his haori and slips his fingers beneath the fabric, a concentrated breeze barrels through the room, ruffling his hair and scattering the papers Heizou had left on the table everywhere. It takes a second too long to realize Kazuha did that — involuntarily.

Perhaps his temperature was climbing rapidly, and in a bid to cool off, he whipped up a gale. Those who have had visions for years can bend the elements to their will without thinking. They want it to happen, and so it does.

In a moment such as this, the element is so deeply entwined with its user, it’s almost like they’re one and the same.

“Kaedehara Kazuha,” Heizou says, though his voice feels moments away from giving out, “it’s almost like you like me or something.”

And though his cheeks are cherry-red and his voice trembles, Kazuha speaks nonetheless, a husky whisper that appears to take all of his strength.

“It seems your observational skills are waning, detective. Any old fool can notice my adoration for you from a mile away.”

Oh, Heizou thinks, as his hand slips further underneath the folds of Kazuha’s haori, this is really happening. His lips are close, so close, and it would be so easy to bridge the gap.

Heizou draws closer, moving one hand to the back of Kazuha’s head, fingers tangling in the little hairs at the nape of his neck. He smells of everything sweet he’s come in contact with today, soap and sweet fruit and freshly-baked biscuits—

—and though Kazuha may be a wanderer at heart, for now, he is here, being all domestic and sappy and maybe, just maybe, Heizou can imagine a life where this could be his every day.

It’s a wonderful thing to look forward to.

So he moves closer, feels the ronin’s breath tickling his lips—

—something clatters to the ground upstairs, and in an instant, Heizou and Kazuha are standing on alert, their gazes whipping from the staircase to each other.

“Rat,” says Kazuha.

“Rat,” echoes Heizou.

Armed with a dustpan and empty laundry basket, the two tiptoe their way up the stairs, first taking a peek in the guest bedroom, then the bathroom – nothing seems out of the ordinary. Warily, Kazuha, wielder of the mighty laundry basket, wraps his hand around the door handle to Venti’s room, pulls it down as slow as he can…

…

Venti lies face-down on his bed, the window above him wide open. An empty glass (one that must’ve been atop his sheets before) now lies sideways on the floor.

“Did you… come in through the window?” Heizou asks, lowering his dustpan.

Venti mumbles into his pillow, “Forgo’ muh keys.”

“We were downstairs, you know.”

Venti shrugs. “Force ‘a habit.”

Kazuha leans his weapon of choice against the wall and moves to take a seat on the bed beside the bard. “Come now, my friend,” he says, “early to bed and early to rise—“

“—makes a man wish he weren’t alive.”

For a moment, Kazuha says nothing. Then, he takes Venti’s hat from his head and places it atop his nightstand, brushing a hand through the bard’s dark hair in comfort.

“You stay here. I’ll pour you some tea.”

At that, Kazuha takes his leave. Heizou stays, simply observing.

During that sweet exchange, he saw it: golden light from Kazuha, poured into a string and bursting with adoration at the sight of his dear friend.

… But from Venti, he saw nothing.

Heizou takes a seat at the end of the bed. He wouldn’t want to infringe on Venti’s personal space, even if the bard appears dead to the world – but his chest rises and falls in a steady rhythm, still. After a moment of silence, the bard lifts his face from the pillow, only to readjust so he, instead, stares at the wall. He must feel the dip in his mattress, he must.

He doesn’t want to believe Venti is ignoring him. Perhaps he just… doesn’t know what to say.

Perhaps it is both.

Heizou grits his teeth, releasing a soft sigh through his nose, and starts to pick at a loose thread on the blanket beneath him. Though he’s close to solving one mystery, there are a dozen left to unfold, still – not to mention he still has his promise to Zhongli to keep.

‘It would do Barbatos some good to have a friend like you.’

He can’t help but wonder if Barbatos would want a friend like him.

…

Or any friend, for that matter.
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10. The Pulse Beneath Its Skin



…

‘Dearest Heizou,


With the arrival of your and Kazuha’s letters, my heart became all aflutter. Though little can compare to the warmth of your hold, your words warmed me all the same. Great progress has been made on getting some time off: a few weeks from now, I would be delighted to accompany you on your journey for as long as you will have me.



We all miss you dearly – though some more obvious than most. Recently, I witnessed Guoba shuffling the toppings of his rice bowl around until it bore a striking resemblance to your face. I’m not making it up, I swear – but Xinyan won’t believe me!



Everyone adored your letters, by the way. Though at its core it was mostly an update on your current situation, it heartens everyone greatly to know you two are doing well. Be sure to take breaks often, alright? And eat well! I have heard tell of the most delightful strawberry tarts sold in Mondstadt, as well as the most wonderful, refreshing beverages… one day, Yun Jin. One day.



I must admit, I have felt a deep sense of longing lately. Merely the thought of you boys being in my arms again is enough to make me all giddy. I miss your insightful comments, those dimples in your cheeks when you laugh, your innate desire to help everyone around you…



I worry for you, you know.



To me, you are the water’s surface. There’s beauty in your waves, and yet, there is so much hidden beneath the brine which I could never imagine. I see it in your eyes: life has not been kind to you. But I want you to know it can be kind now. There is no prerequisite before you can chase happiness.



I hope my words bring you comfort. If anything, I hope they make you realize that you are not alone. We care for you, we love you, and I won’t stop repeating it until I’ve driven it through your thick skull. Yes, you have a thick skull. Just ask Kazuha. He’ll agree with me.



Nonetheless, I hope I hear from you again soon – the both of you. Write whenever you can, and I’ll keep you posted on my approaching vacation. It can’t come soon enough.



Thinking of you, always,



Yun Jin’


…

Over the course of his first week within Mondstadt’s walls, Heizou trades few words with its resident bard – though it’s not as if Venti forgoes contact with others completely. Heizou catches sight of him often, strumming songs on his lyre, napping in the shade of nearby trees, or trailing after others with a spring in his step and a song on his lips.

But whenever Heizou approaches, all of a sudden that lackadaisical way of life vanishes, and the bard is out of sight before Heizou can even say hello.

Once is an occurrence. Twice, a coincidence. Thrice – deliberate.

For now, he won’t give chase. There are other matters that require his attention – other puzzles in his periphery. If he is to solve them, perhaps this itch of discontent troubling him so will finally lift. And besides, Barbatos won’t leave before Heizou has all the answers he craves.

He loves this city too much to ever leave.

For the purpose of safekeeping, Heizou wipes his hands to rid them of any crumbs before folding Yun Jin’s letter to him back into its envelope. To his left sits Kazuha, one hand delicately holding his own letter, the other rolling a fork between his fingers. His half-eaten breakfast of royally buttered bread and scrambled eggs sits forgotten on its plate.

“So,” Heizou starts, watching on with a raised brow as the fork tumbles from Kazuha’s grasp and clatters onto his plate, “any interesting excerpts you are dying to share with me?”

Swift as the butterfly’s wingbeat, Kazuha raises his eyes from the words.

“Oh—! Uh…”

The ronin swallows once, thickly – ah. Hiding things, are we? Perhaps Yun Jin has kept Heizou’s letter more family-friendly compared to the one she sent Kazuha. But, if that were the case, he’d expect the man to just wave him off, cheeks growing cherry-red as he’d fumble to come up with a response.

… It must be something about him, then.

“Well… I’m not sure. She has written of recent goings-on, reminders to eat healthy – much of the same that is in yours, if I were to guess.” His eyes return to the letter in his hands, his lips pressed into a thin line.

Heizou finishes off his last swig of tea.

“You, Kaedehara Kazuha, are a terrible liar.”

In a roundabout way, but a way nonetheless, Kazuha’s cheeks blossom with pink. “I, I just,” he says, stumbling his way through an excuse, “I suppose… it’s just not in my nature.”

Heizou looks back at him, keeping his expression expertly impassive.

“… Later?” Kazuha tries. It worked between them, once before: to speak of delicate subjects once one has garnered enough strength. He can’t fault the man for it.

As Kazuha has patience for him, so shall Heizou, in turn, have it for Kazuha.

…

But that doesn’t mean he can’t tease him about it.

Heizou gives a shrug, letting his gaze wander. “I don’t know,” he hums, “I believe I require some convincing.”

“What might it take?”

Oh, isn’t that readiness Kazuha responds with just delightful. Heizou pretends to ponder it for a moment: lips pursed, finger to his cheek, and head lolling to and fro as if he can’t possibly make up his mind. Then, he bats his lashes and lifts a hand up to Kazuha’s jaw, scratching at the short burgundy hairs clinging to his chin. The past few days, most of the ronin’s energy has gone into cleaning Venti’s house, and little attention has been given to his jawline. Not that Heizou minds. He looks cute, a little scruffy.

Despite the exasperated twitch to his brow, the man leans into his touch nevertheless. Softie.

“Permission to scritch-scritch forever and ever,” Heizou laughs.

Kazuha blanks. “I’m shaving it off.”

“Awww, come on, now!”

~

… It’s not too difficult a task to avoid the Knights of Favonius. Though they’re a diligent lot, their numbers are few compared to the Millelith – that, and many of them partake in a drink after a long day’s work. Escaping someone’s watchful gaze is much easier when that someone has to focus intently on not teetering into a ditch on the walk home.

So, avoiding the common knights? Done and done. Piece of cake.

Avoiding the organization’s more notable members, though? Ehhh…

She had approached him in the street: a tad taller than him, wearing a decorated, pointed hat, providing her with some much-needed shade in the afternoon sun. Pale complexion. Honey-sweet smile on her lips.

Miss Lisa, Bennett had told him, librarian of the Knights. Patient, kind, and notoriously lazy – but apparently, not lazy enough to leave him well enough alone.

“Detective Shikanoin,” she greets, and oh, this is a great start, “it’s wonderful to finally make your acquaintance.”

As far as Heizou’s aware, he hasn’t told anyone about his occupation – besides Bennett, that is, but the kid isn’t someone who spills another’s secrets. His intuition must be far, far off if he is to be proven the opposite.

“Miss Minci,” he greets, “to what do I owe the pleasure of a visit from one of the knights?”

“Oh, please, I’m just the librarian.” She waves him off, though Heizou can practically smell the lie on her breath. “Though, I do come bearing a request for them – an official errand, so to speak.”

Heizou crosses his arms. “Go on.”

“You see, recently one of our ranks took an old tome with them to the countryside to help study some natural phenomena, but they accidentally left it behind – and since then, treasure hoarders have set up camp in the area. We’re strung quite thin as of late, so any outside help is greatly appreciated on matters such as this.”

How you can possibly forget about an old, expensive, heavy tome you’ve lugged around for an hour is beyond him. Heizou crosses his arms. “And you want… me to go fetch it. To be honest, it sounds more like the type of thing one might ask of an adventurer.”

She laughs, something breathy and light, as if only she is privy to a very funny joke. “Oh, but you won’t be going alone! My lovely student will accompany you. He’s quite knowledgable of the area, he is.”

Of course, she completely ignores the valid concerns he brings up. She wants him out of her hair – the Knights want him far, far away, as far as possible, from whatever they’re scheming.

Better to play along for now.

“If I’m accompanied, I guess I can mana—”

“—oh, but he’s a bit shy, the poor dear. You won’t mind if his best friend tags along, do you?”

Heizou feels his fingers twitch. Keep it together. It won’t do to make enemies out of the knights. He’ll get to explore the area, and the pay will be good. The pay better be good.

“Nope,” Heizou omits – because he doesn’t lie, he omits, “don’t mind at all.”

…

Razor is a cute kid. Shy, just as Lisa said. His eyes wander to the pavement and nearby windmills whilst speaking, and his hands often fiddle with the buckles on his gloves. He doesn’t say much; sentences stilted, as if he has to mull over every word before he speaks it.

“My name… Razor,” he greets.

“Is,” Lisa softly supplies.

“My name… is Razor.”

Before they are sent on their way, Lisa beckons Razor closer and brushes the boy’s fringe from his eyes with an almost motherly touch. They speak softly, but still, Heizou hears her wishing Razor well, bidding he be safe and that he listens to ‘the smart detective.’

A funny little thing plays in his throat as Razor nods fervently at her words.

The two of them walk through town towards the main gate. Razor doesn’t strike up conversation, preferring to inspect the dandelions that grow through the pavers and the ladybugs that settle upon their leaves. Heizou doesn’t mind. It must be a tad overwhelming, to suddenly be in the presence of someone you don’t really know for the next three hours.

As they pass the fountains, Razor tugs on his sleeve. Heizou stops walking, worried something may be the matter, only for Razor to point his gaze toward a gathering of damselflies seated upon a plant in the water.

They stand there for a moment, no words shared between them, until Razor resumes his gait and Heizou falls into step beside him.

It reminds him of Kazuha, in a way. Razor’s eye naturally falls on the things in life most others would glance over – and he shares his findings with those he appreciates, so they can appreciate it in turn.

What a lovely, generous way to live.

They cross the bridge, leaving Mondstadt behind them, and…

“Razor! Over here!”

That voice – it can only be but one person…

Bennett awaits them just past the bridge in the shade of a tree, his arms open wide. Razor’s gait quickens until he reaches Bennett and descends into his hold, the two boys’ arms slotting into place around each other, as if they were made for only that purpose. For some reason, Razor begins nosing at Bennett’s throat, rubbing his temple against the underside of his chin – perhaps that’s his way of saying hello…?

“Razor, c’mon, that tickles!”

Bennett’s laughter is a joy to experience, each and every time. Within the city walls, he walks on eggshells, trying his damnedest to keep his misfortune to a minimum. Even so, it still happens, and he laughs it off – but it must hurt.

So, it’s good to see him be happy. It’s good to see him have friends.

“—Ack!”

Finally, he notices Heizou standing a little ways off, and turns rigid as a plank. His cheeks are inflamed within moments, burning a shade of red so bright and pigmented that it has yet to be named.

“Please, don’t stop on my account,” Heizou hums, giving a lazy little wave.

“Ah, no, it’s— just—” he babbles, tongue moving faster than his mind, “I’m sorry, detective— mister detective, uh, Heizou – SIR—”

“Relax, Bennett. You’re going to give yourself a hernia.”

And Bennett does relax, if only marginally. He takes a deep breath, despite his jaw being clenched tightly shut and the thousand-yard stare in his eyes.

Razor untangles himself from Bennett. “Yes. I forgot,” he nods. “Wolf greeting… for the wolves. Human greeting for the humans.” He extends a hand rigidly, as if he learned it from a book. Bennett reaches forward and shakes it, doing a horrible attempt at masking his grimace with a smile.

“We are looking for a book,” says Razor. “Big, heavy. Full of plant pictures. Treasure Hoarders, near Wolvendom. Come! We hurry.”

And Razor is off, taking the path to Springvale. Heizou walks beside Bennett, Razor quite a few paces ahead of them. Once they get off the beaten path and merge into the woods, Heizou turns to the boy beside him, his nose already crinkling in delight – he can scarcely keep the smile off his lips any longer.

“So,” he starts, “back there… you looked like you were having fun.”

Bennett, in response, puts his hands on the sides of his face like a horse’s blinders. He shrinks in on himself, his gait slowing into a miserable shuffle.

“Please, don’t make it into a big deal. Just forget you saw anything.” He groans in despair, and almost walks head-first into a tree if not for his swerving out of the way in the nick of time. “I wouldn’t have done it had I known you were there.”

There’s such a sense of finality to Bennett’s words, it gives Heizou pause. He wouldn’t have done it… not just because he had an onlooker, but out of… embarrassment. Shame.

As if the act of loving is wrong when it is done by him.

And Heizou recognizes it: when he looks at Bennett, he sees himself at that age. A boy taking his first steps into a big, wonderful, very confusing world, where he scarcely sees people who love quite like he does.

But, Heizou thinks, it doesn’t have to be like that. Not for Bennett. Not any longer.

“Y’know, if you ever want some advice of that kind, I wouldn’t mind giving some – not that I know everything, mind you, but…”

Carefully, Bennett moves one hand away from his face.

“I’m still quite new to this whole thing, too… but so are my partners.” He laughs, nothing more than a breathless chortle. “They’re quite the artistic types, and one of them is in Mondstadt with me. Patient, loves to explore, can pull a poem from thin air…”

Bennett looks at him, teeth in his bottom lip, gaze focused, breath stuck in his lungs – nervous.

“… I think you’ll like him.”

At that revelation, Bennett’s face doesn’t just light up – it glows. He mouths something that looks suspiciously like ‘him’, followed by a louder, if only by a breath, ‘partners…?’, as if the thought you can have more than one never once crossed his mind.

A grin spreads across the boy’s cheeks. His breathing quickens, as if the sky is not grand enough to fill the entirety of his lungs—

—and then he cries, shiny droplets collecting in the corners of his eyes. He wipes at them in vain as they flow in rivulets down his cheeks.

Heizou places a hand on Bennett’s shoulder, hoping the pressure and rhythmic drawing of circles can help his tears flow easier.

“Have you ever talked to your dads about this?” Heizou asks.

“N-No,” Bennett admits through the tears. “I thought about it, sometimes, but… I dunno.”

“It might help. Maybe one of them knows what you’re going through.” After a beat, he adds: “There’s more of us out there than you think. I can ask Kazuha if he’d like to talk to you sometime in the near future… though I’m certain the answer will be yes.”

Bennett nods, sniffling and wiping away his last tears. “Yeah,” he says, voice heavy, “I think I’d like that.”

“Alright, then.” Heizou gives one last rub over the side of Bennett’s arm, pulling the boy closer. Razor has gotten quite far ahead of them. “Let’s catch up for now.”

Bennett nods wordlessly, falling into step beside him.

The further into the woods they go, the less the sun lights their path. When they reach Razor, he sits crouched behind a cluster of rocks, eyes focused on a seemingly empty campground. The air smells of sulphur.

“Gone…” Razor mumbles at their approach. “This morning… they were here.”

Heizou lowers himself into a squat, one knee disappearing in the dew-covered grass— ugh, wet. He moves to sit on his haunches instead. Bennett leans over the both of them, one hand kept against the rocks for balance.

“How many were here?” asks Heizou.

“Four,” nods Razor. “One of them… funny-looking. Winter coat. Dumb hat.”

“That is quite strange. It’s not exactly winter weather, is it?”

Bennett peers down at Razor, bangs curtaining his face. Besides a bit of puffiness to his eyes, he appears to be doing okay again. He even manages a smile – though, Heizou can imagine that’s not so difficult when looking at the one who gives you crystalflies in your stomach.

“How dumb was his hat?” Bennett asks.

Razor grins wolfishly, canines on full display. “Very.”

… For how professionally they acted when going over the mission details, Heizou almost forgot they’re both sixteen-year-old boys. Woe to the one who becomes an object of ridicule for teenagers.

As one, they tiptoe into the abandoned camp – then disperse once they realize no one is lying in wait to ambush them. Something… unnerving settles in Heizou’s stomach. It’s much too quiet here. Birdsong doesn’t reach them, and even the country’s ever-present breeze barely manages to ruffle the folds of his clothes.

While Bennett and Razor search the ground for the missing tome, Heizou approaches the campfire. White smoke billows from the remains, and the coals yet flicker with life. All signs point to the fire having been doused recently.

… Very recently.

“Hey, is this it?” calls Bennett, who is digging around near a stump at the edge of camp.

Razor bounds over to the boy. Heizou approaches as well, his stomach tying itself in knots.

Bennett unearths a book from the ground, its pages face-down and folded, wipes off the dirt, and…

…

“That is no tome,” says Heizou.

Bennett smiles as if he’s forcing an entire sunsettia down his throat. “It… matches the description Miss Lisa gave us, at least? With the plants and stuff…”

Razor is silent for a beat, brow drawn in utmost seriousness as he sniffs the air. “Smells like Teacher. Looks like something Teacher would read.” A pause. “That lady… looks cold.”

True to Razor’s word, the dame on the book’s cover does look cold, covered only by a flimsy satin dress that has slipped halfway off of her shoulder. The broad, burly visage of a man holds her tightly within a sea of palm leaves and bright flowers. The title is written at the bottom of the cover in a curled, flowery hand.

‘Ravished and Ravenous’.

…

“M-Mission accomplished!” Bennett’s gaze darts between the both of them, holding the book as if he just got handed a newborn and has no idea what to do with it. “I, uh. I don’t want to hold it any more.”

“It’s only a book?” asks Razor, puzzled as he cocks his head.

“You hold it, then!”

… Heizou barely registers the racket going on around him, his mind already going a mile a minute.

She sent him on a fool’s errand.

He saw it coming, too. A small, stubborn part of him didn’t want to believe it.

The Knights wanted him out of the city for an hour or two, that much is clear – but why? Could something happen in that short period of time that they don’t want him to know of?

… There’s not much point in thinking along that line. He’ll run himself in circles, thinking of increasingly grand possibilities.

Then, say he returns with the book… then what? Will he be sent on another quest for the Knights tomorrow where he has to, what, save a cat from a tree? Mop the floors? Give him as many useless tasks as possible until he gets fed up and leaves the city on his own accord?

… Ah.

The Knights know who he is, and if they want to be rid of him, that only means they have something to hide.

Before today, only three people knew of his occupation. Kazuha’s lips are sealed, naturally. Bennett, though he hasn’t known the boy long, would never divulge secrets that aren’t his to tell.

That leaves only one.

Heizou wanders back to the campfire, briefly entertaining the thought that the book they recovered would make for good kindling. He takes a deep breath, focusing all his attention to the forefront of his mind.

When he opens his eyes, the world has taken on a watery film. Red sparks of pyro energy yet flicker in the campfire’s remains. Now, he can see something else: footprints, silvery frost following the curve of a sole, as if someone stood in the thinnest layer of snow.

He blinks a couple of times. Now that he knows where to look, it’s easy to find them. The footprints are scattered around the camp, four sets in total—

—no. There’s a fifth pair of feet at the very edge. Whoever this person was, they must’ve arrived at the scene sometime after Razor had left. The other four follow after this fifth person, away from the clearing and into the densely forested area, further into Wolvendom.

“Heizou?” When he turns around, Bennett and Razor are standing behind him, shuffling their feet. “Are we going back?”

…

“Not yet,” says Heizou. “Wait here for me, will you?”

“Wh—” Bennett protests. “Are you going after those Treasure Hoarders? Alone?! No way!” He balls his hands into fists, his gaze intense. “I can handle some hoarders! I can help!”

Razor nods along. “Lupical… protect each other.”

“That may be so, but I’m still responsible for getting you two home – preferably with all your limbs still attached.” Heizou purses his lips in thought.

…

“Alright, then. But stay behind me. And don’t jump in unless things turn absolutely dire.”

“Are you going to fight them?”

Heizou can’t help but crack a smile. He places a pointed finger against his temple.

“A battle of wits, perhaps.”

Heizou starts walking, following the footprints further into the woods. The grass rustles as Bennett and Razor bound after him.

“I dunno…” says Bennett. “The few run-ins I’ve had with them didn’t go that well. They’re not a very talkative sort. More stabby, if anything.”

“Oh, if they know what’s good for them,” Heizou laughs, “they’ll talk.”

The trail leads them through shrouded ditches, where the boughs hang so low they obscure one’s view of the path ahead. Sunlight is scarce, here, and few flowers grow between the shrubbery – a stark difference to the bright, almost fairytale-like woods they were in before.

After what feels like ages, the trail emerges into a small clearing, covered in foliage so thick Heizou can’t see the grass beneath his feet. At the back rests the mouth of a cave, obscured by ivy and roots. Heizou approaches—


Crrr—ack!


—a stick lies underfoot, and the moment it snaps in half, a deer’s head bolts up from behind a boulder. It in sun, they in shadow – Heizou feels the breath being sucked from his lungs as time comes to a slow crawl. He feels this… inexplicable urge to get closer, to brush his hands along its coat, speckled with dark spots, and feel the pulse beneath its skin.

Then, faster than the lightning’s flash, it bounds off, disappearing into the trees.

“Why’d you stop?” says Bennett. “… Heizou?”

…

“… Nothing,” Heizou mutters. “It was nothing.”

They cross the clearing and inch into the cave. As soon as they’ve stepped into its awaiting maw, the temperature drops considerably.

As they move further inside, a cacophony of rough voices greets them, warbled and indistinct from one another due to the echo.

Crouching behind the crumbling remains of a pillar, Heizou peeks a glance at the scene: four men sit around a crude table as if it were a war council, dressed in Treasure Hoarder gear. And behind them—

“What have you lot got for me?”

Dressed in robes of crimson, and easily seven feet tall: an Abyss Herald, if the traveller and Paimon’s stories are to be believed. He doesn’t turn toward the four men as he addresses them.

In the flickering candlelight, Heizou can just barely make out what the Abyss Herald is looking at – the glint of a thousand stars piercing a massive door, sharp arrowheads lodged deep in the oak. Of many, the shafts and fletching are snapped or ripped off.

Heizou’s stomach drops. This just got a lot more complicated.

One of the hoarders starts toying with a knife, twirling it around his fingers. “Not much more than last time, m’afraid. Though, anything we jot down on our maps of the area don’t fade. That’s good, I s’pose.”

A sickeningly long silence falls.

“… That’s it?”

Another hoarder jolts in surprise. He looks younger – less scarred, still practically wet behind the ears.

“Uh, Boss thinks we’d best look elsewhere for help. A wizard, maybe. Or a lesser God.”

“The Gods won’t help us here,” the herald scoffs. “And your boss is a fool for thinking otherwise.”

…

Another pull on his sleeve. When Heizou looks behind him, he sees Bennett, desperation etched into every inch of the boy’s face.

“We have to go,” Bennett says, barely above a whisper. “We should go, Heizou, please.”

He is about to shush him, press a finger to his lips – but something stirs within the deepest recesses of his chest.

…

He sees a child who’d heard the raised voices of adults in the midst of an argument. A brother by the child’s side, both inching closer and closer to the adults until it was only a matter of time before they’d be spotted.

The voices raised in volume, crescendoed, until the child’s father roared, loud enough to sunder the earth – shocking enough to make his child lose their footing.

And the brother pulled the child close. He took the child in his arms and fled, escaping to the crooked plum tree behind the house, hiding beneath its boughs, to wait until their mother returned.

The child was kept seated in the brother’s lap. And the brother cried soundlessly.

…

Something whistles past his ear, shattering in a volley of sparks and glass and cold. Bennett yelps in surprise, the hand hooked into Heizou’s sleeve tightening. Razor growls at the noise. The hair on Heizou’s neck stands on end, his stomach drops – behind him, behind—

Heizou reaches blindly over his back, fingers finding purchase in a shirt of tough cotton. Anemo rages in his chest like a thunderstorm. He bends over, and lifts, heaving the figure over his back.

In a burst of wind, Heizou flings the Treasure Hoarder against the craggy wall. The man collapses in a heap, groaning in pain.

With a vicious roar, the other Treasure Hoarders spring up from the table. Heizou shoves Bennett out of their reach, evades the grasp of one, then lands in the other’s. Swiftly, he jams his elbow into the man’s face – and without giving him a moment to catch his breath, he locks his hands behind the man’s head, brings him down onto his knee, then turns and smashes his head into the table. He drops to the floor much akin to a rag doll.

The one he’d avoided only seconds ago gears up for another taste, swinging wildly. Left, right, duck, block – ways of moving that were repeated until he could dream them.

A glint of steel catches his eye.

With his heart in his throat, Heizou redirects the attack. Knife lodged deep into the table, the hoarder tugs on the blade for a second too long. With anemo at his heels, he turns, lifting momentarily off of the ground, then slams the accumulated energy into the man’s back. The table splinters beneath him with a sickening crack—

—and then, only stars. His vision swims wildly, as the biting cold of ice pierces the skin above his brow. Instantly, his eye waters from the impact. A smear of red coats the back of his hand after wiping away the tears.

Divert, he hears, as he’s heard so many times before. Take what your opponent gives you and return it tenfold. Beat them at their own game.

And the force within him sings, curling around his hand as he lifts it to his brow – and the anemo laps the tendrils of ice from the cracks of his skin, until frostbite edges on his fingertips.


One.


He stalks forward like a man possessed, his arm already poised to strike.


Two.


The hoarder rummages through his pouch for another potion, the bottles slipping through his fingers as his search turns more frantic by the second.


Three.


Razor was right.

He does wear a stupid hat.

…


Four.


He unleashes, swinging his arm forward, his body moving along in perfect harmony. All the energy that had coalesced, now focused into a single point, releases all at once, blowing the treasure hoarder back. His head slams against the wall, and in an instant, the man’s lights are out.

Sulphur fills the air.

Heizou catches only the tails of the Abyss Herald’s coat as he disappears through a dark portal. It crackles with energy – and then, it is gone. Instantly, the oppressive atmosphere lingering in the cavern has disappeared, as if sucked through a vacuum. Heizou heaves for breath. Blood pools upon his lip.

A second heartbeat drums against his ears.

~

At the very least, Lisa has the decency to look apologetic.

During the walk back to Mondstadt, Heizou felt… loopy. Perhaps it was the loss of blood, or the hit against his skull. But as he set one foot in front of the other, it got harder and harder to recall what had just happened.

He can only hope Bennett and Razor can point out to her where the Treasure Hoarders are so she can send a group of soldiers to pick them up. Criminals they may be, but even they deserve some first aid – especially after the beating he delivered.

Normally, he’d go a bit easier on folks like them, but the way Bennett had grasped onto his sleeve, looked him in the eye…

Suddenly, something within him made… sense.

As his brother once shielded him, so did he feel the urge to shield Bennett. He didn’t have to think about it. It is a feeling so innate, yet until today it had been a stranger to him. Not any more.

Through his own actions, those of his brother had been cast into a new light. To love is a burden, but it is a burden borne willingly. It is our duty. It is our fate. It is our pleasure.

And with that thought, he collapses into Kazuha’s arms at the end of the day, and lets the man fuss over the cut across his temple and the ice crystals still clinging to his nails.

Eventually, the ronin leaves to prepare him a bowl of soup. Heizou sinks into the couch cushions, embroidered thread scratching against his cheeks. After a time that could be minutes, could be hours, a breeze brushes across his face, bringing sweet relief. By his side, he hears someone sit down, the plucking of a lyre following suit—

—and the song the bard sings might as well be a dirge.


Notes for the Chapter:
this is now officially my longest fic yet o7

wanted to get this update out on my birthday 2 days ago (aug 19th) but baldur’s gate 3 had me in an iron grip. in any case everyone who reads this is required by law to leave a nice comment because it was my bday and this is my longest fic ever yippee

see you guys in the next update :,3






11. White and Pale Blue



‘—and when I set foot upon these grounds, the earth does not form to me as it once did. The people gaze at their neighbour and find a stranger staring back. These walls cannot contain me, for I have seen what lies beyond, and I am no longer the man I once was. My ribcage pried open, my limbs torn to shreds – I am hollow, and whatever puppeteers me I cannot name. Where once I found comfort, it yet remains, but I can reach it no longer. Feeling scarcely anything, my husk parades around the village and turns for the exit.


Perhaps it’s better this way.’


…

Gods, strike me down, Heizou thinks, sunk across the windowsill, chin resting on his chest and one leg swinging twenty feet above the pavement, Venti reads some depressing shit.

Back popping loudly, Heizou clambers upright and stumbles back into the guest room he and Kazuha share, discarding the book on his bed. Over the course of two and a half short weeks, the space has become properly lived in. Though it’s mostly Heizou’s mess (a collection of scribbled notes here, a pair of gray-stained socks there), Kazuha has put in the effort to decorate instead of dirty with little knick-knacks he’s picked up at shops around town.

Heizou’s favourite treasure, perhaps, is the Liyuan incense burner Kazuha bought off a travelling peddler. The aroma of sandalwood and qingxin blossoms lingers in the bedding, and it reminds him of streets once ventured upon, of times spent in good company – of her. It reminds him of a home.

Inazuma has always been his home, though Heizou uses the term in the loosest sense possible. It may have felt like one, once – perhaps because he’d never gone beyond the boundaries of the island chain. There was no other home to consider.

Most of Mondstadt remains a mystery to him, but so far, his experiences have been pleasant. Yes, he has determined the location of lost wallets once or twice, but most often when he walks down the streets, people ask him for help with menial tasks: carry some groceries, hold a plank so it can be nailed down, retrieve a ball from the devilish clutches of a tree’s bough…

Like myriad dandelion seeds on the wind, the people drift on the breeze, pulling others into their orbit as they go, and releasing them minutes later: small moments to meet a new face, have a chat, and share something pleasant.

Many people ask him about his homeland – about his Archon. They tell tales of Barbatos. They believe he will return one day, and oh, won’t it be grand? Won’t it be a celebration for the ages? Barbatos is the wind at their backs, the breeze in their sails, the sun and the rain and the enjoyer of life eternal. Barbatos loves them, he cares for them—

—and Barbatos is keeping secrets.

… The traveller didn’t tell him much about their time in Mondstadt, only bits and pieces of a dragon plagued by rot and decay, and the friends who helped them subdue and subsequently cure it.

But when he asks the citizens about this dragon, he is met with blank stares and brows twitching with confusion. They can’t tell him anything.

They don’t know anything.

…

Is this freedom, then, and all its facets? Is it found wherever one desires? Some find it in a life where they can decide on every aspect, be brought along at the world’s every whim, and enjoy every second of it – and yet others find it in structure. Familiarity in knowing what to expect, and being content with that.

Is it the price of freedom, to be strung along no matter which path you take?

In the end, it’s all a balancing act. Contracts served to protect Liyue, yet they kept Zhongli from an experience he wished to share in, delegated to one day of the year when he only got reminded of his differences. And, in that sense, perhaps freedom is the noose around Venti’s neck. In a desperate attempt to keep Mondstadt oblivious to the horrors just beyond its borders, to keep its citizens free, he dares not make the connection his people crave.

Barbatos remains a god whose hand can be seen in every rolling hill, who is attributed to every gentle breeze—

—and who is deathly afraid to interfere.

…

It is one-thirty in the afternoon when Heizou tugs on his boots and laces them with more ferocity than perhaps necessary.

He could use a drink.

~

Head considerably lighter than earlier, Heizou watches with thinly-veiled amusement as Sucrose flits about the Ordo Favonius’ laboratory, talking a mile a minute about experiments she and her superior have carried out over the past few months. She speaks of elemental manipulation, how it relates to the human body, and then segues into genetic makeup and the differences found within even their small group of researchers.

During her musings, she appears to smooth down her hair – but, upon closer inspection, Heizou notices it is not hair, but fluffy ears she attempts to tame into submission.

Any human with animalistic traits, but who is neither yokai nor adeptus, can also be referred to as a ‘beastkin’, though it’s not a term commonly used. Heizou recalls a conversation he once had with Gorou: though the general is one of ten children, only he was born with canine ears and a bushy tail – a recessive trait.

Heizou can’t help but wonder where it all started.

“Oh—! But,” Sucrose exclaims, pulling Heizou from his thoughts. Reluctance claims her from one moment to the next as she shrinks in on herself. “Mister Albedo will be back shortly. He can tell you more about all that.”

Heizou pulls his lips into a thin line – she was doing so well. Shy she may be, but Heizou believes there may be more lurking beneath the surface. Her enthusiasm for her work is infectious, though all signs point to her being someone who got talked over so frequently in the past that she scarcely even tries nowadays.

“I’d like to hear it from you, as well.” Heizou hopes his open expression, as well as his words, may bring her comfort. “Your perspective may prove invaluable.”

He had run into Rosaria at the tavern earlier, and she was right to point him in this direction. Researchers, though they often view the world from a more pragmatic stance, are keen to notice all that others glance over.

Sucrose practically beams at the praise, her ears twitching in delight – good. “Oh! Okay, then! If you think so, then— yes. I should mention we, too, have observed there to be some kind of… magnetic pull linking allogenes to their visions.”

She pulls out a chair for him as she continues to rummage around near an overflowing cubbyhole cabinet. Only seconds later, she returns to him and spreads open an armful of diagrams on the table. Just from a mere glance, Heizou can tell hours upon hours of work has gone into this particular topic.

“These are the results of an experiment performed by Mister Albedo and I.” Sucrose taps the title of a research paper. “During the experiment’s duration, we agreed Mister Albedo would hold onto my vision, to observe how my body would react during its absence.”

At hearing those words, Heizou attempts to suppress a wince. “At least it was done in a controlled environment.”

Sucrose tugs at the tip of her ear. “Yes, we’ve heard of what happened during the decree. We hypothesised something similar might happen during our experiment.”

“I think I already know the answer, but…” Heizou sighs, “how did it go?”

She grimaces, quickly handing him the paper to read along if he so desires. “Yeah… not great. The first day went alright: no apparent changes were recorded, though I did feel the tiniest bit lethargic throughout the day – I chalked it up to not getting enough sleep the previous night.”

“It coincides with experiences I’ve read about,” says Heizou. “The more the vision was used, the worse the symptoms would be. Let me guess: by the second day, your vision was swimming?”

Sucrose gasps – almost as if he were a magician and just pulled a coin from behind her ear. “Yes! Swimming vision, frequent headaches, increased lethargy – we figured they were withdrawal symptoms. By the third day, I could barely keep myself upright, and Mister Albedo quickly returned my vision to me.”

“I see…”

“Ah—! I, I’m sorry for rambling on like that, mister detective, sir.”

“Just Heizou will do. And, to be quite fair, I think I should thank you.” He stands from the rickety chair and wanders over to a rotating blackboard, flipping it to its blank side. “Your research confirms something I’ve long suspected: once a vision is given, it becomes difficult to live without it.”

When the Yashiro Commission deemed to return the visions of Inazumans, there were a select few who refused to accept it. Once returned to the island chain, he should look into how they’re faring – but for now, it’s a variable he has no chance of knowing. For the sake of his sanity, he’ll pretend every allogene in Teyvat is miraculously pleased with their elemental power and all it stands for.

“I once conducted a small experiment of my own, you see.” He reaches for a stubby piece of chalk, drawing an approximation of a human body – or, an outline. He’s no artist, but at the very least you can tell what’s what. “I happened to toy with my vision’s magnetic pull, and found it magically transported on or near me, nearly a dozen times after leaving it behind in random locations.”

Sucrose looks positively enraptured – if she had a tail, Heizou is certain it would be standing on alert by now.

“Did mine not return to me because mister Albedo was holding onto it, do you think?”

“It’s possible, but I think that’s an avenue best explored some other time. No, what I would like to know is whether visions are a genuine part of us, or merely some sort of accessory – an external magical focus, linked to us through space and time.”

He draws another humanoid outline on the chalkboard beside the first. Chalk dust drifts down with every line drawn, glowing white like snow beneath the sun.

“Let’s say we are this: visionless on one side, allogenes on the other. If you want to get mathematical about it, both are an unequivocal one hundred percent complete. General consensus is that visions are a gift bestowed by the Gods. If it were a gift, allogenes should have more than one hundred percent of themselves – say, a hundred and five.”

Tenderly, Sucrose reaches for another piece of chalk and draws a circle within the empty allogene, colouring it in with careful strokes.

“Theories like that can make people believe you’ve seen the bottom of one glass too many.”

“Well, this ain’t no bar – but I feel like I’m in the right place.”

Sucrose’s grin is blinding. Gone is the girl afraid to speak her mind. This laboratory is her ocean, her everything – and Heizou has shown he can swim within its tide.

Curious minds will always find each other.

“What if, instead,” Sucrose ponders, “allogenes and the visionless are both at one hundred percent, and if a vision is… taken away, or destroyed, or what have you, the allogene drops to ninety-five.”

“Or lower,” Heizou adds, quite unhelpfully.

Sucrose starts to pace, scratching at her cheek in thought. “If our theory holds any ground at all… what might a vision replace?”

“Perhaps it’s a parasitic process,” says a voice from the doorway.

Sucrose stutters in place, cheeks cherry-red at having been caught off guard. Across the room stands a man, thick gloves pulled up to his elbows and blonde braids doing little to keep his fringe out of his eyes.

By the way Sucrose nearly squealed like a choked balloon at the man’s appearance, this must be her superior, Albedo. He strides into the lab, his arms folded loosely. Every last one of his steps is unwavering, steadfast like solid earth.

“Like a fungal growth, it could infiltrate and modify one’s biological makeup. You can remove the growth, but its tendrils will remain like roots in soil. If it were a more physical connection than that, I imagine we’d have mass reports of things like organ failure and sudden onset of disease.” His gaze returns to focus. He smiles with his eyes – amicably at Heizou, then warmly at Sucrose. “Don’t mind me, in any case. It’s a fascinating theory that you both have going on here.”

“M-Mister Albedo! How much did you hear?!”

“Enough to pique my interest.” He extends a hand toward Heizou. “Detective Shikanoin, I take it?”

A resigned sigh brushes past Heizou’s nostrils. “The one and only. Jeez, does everyone and their mother know me by now?”

“That’s Mondstadt for you,” Albedo chuckles. “Our papers have no need for gossip columns – merely approach your nearest bard.”

Heizou clasps his hand in Albedo’s and only just manages to suppress his desire to recoil in shock. The man’s hand is cold. Colder than ice.

“Let me guess, the bard you heard it from is clad in green? Black braids in his hair, lyre in his hands – drinks like it’s his last day on Teyvat?”

Somehow, the mirth in Albedo’s eyes trickles downward to his lips. “That’s the one.”


Of course it is.


Pushing his complicated feelings towards Venti down, deep down, Heizou asks, “So what do you suggest, then? Can it be something like… I dunno, your soul?”

Albedo holds his chin between forefinger and thumb. “The existence of souls is not based on any significant data.”

“We live in a world populated with elemental oozes, spirit guides, ghosts, Gods and dragons,” Heizou chortles. “Souls must exist, one way or another.”

“Unfortunately, of the allogenes in this area, few are busting down our doors willing to relinquish their bodies to science upon death – so I suppose we won’t find out anytime soon.” A sense of finality is laced around Albedo’s words, though there’s something else within his expression – something bitter. He already knows the answer. He doesn’t like it.

“I’ve shadowed a forensic pathologist or two in my time,” says Heizou – Sucrose looks at him like she might retch. “Pretty grim stuff.”

Albedo lifts his shoulders in the barest of shrugs. “I would be lying if I said I wouldn’t enjoy learning of the intricacies of the human body.”

“Oh,” says Heizou, fighting tooth and nail to wrench his mind from the gutter. “Okay.”

“By way of the scalpel, I mean.”

“I get it.”

Sucrose makes a sound akin to a cat coughing up a hairball.

“Apologies, Sucrose,” says Albedo. “Considering your interest in bones, I had assumed you wouldn’t mind talk of such matters.”

“Oh!” Sucrose’s ears flare up in surprise. “I do, I do! When they’re outside of bodies, that is— sorry, Mister Albedo. Just the thought of dissecting someone makes me ill.”

“You have nothing to apologize for.”

A lull of silence falls in the laboratory. Heizou takes the precious few seconds to let the room’s interior sink in. Beams of sunlight pour in from the few windows that aren’t covered by curtains, dust particles dancing in their light. On almost every surface lie papers, half-finished projects, and stand vials upon vials of research.

The two people he’d drawn on the blackboard stand side by side. He hadn’t noticed either Albedo or Sucrose smearing the rightmost figure’s circle.

“Well then,” sighs Albedo, “I believe it’s time we all continued with our day. Detective, might I ask something of you before we close up?”

“Let me guess – you also have a useless fetch quest for me?”

For a fraction of a moment, Albedo genuinely looks… stunned by his retort. Something similar to guilt welts up inside Heizou’s chest at the harshness of his words, though Albedo appears to brush it off quickly.

“Hm… yes, I overheard what happened with Lisa. Though I, as well, enjoy something other than non-fiction from time to time, I can’t imagine she’d willingly put others in danger over a mere book.”

“If not her, then who?”

“There’s only one person I can think of – the Acting Grandmaster. Yet, her motivations elude me.”

They elude Heizou, too, but so far he can make a pretty educated guess: Venti has something to do with it. He must have. Of the three people who knew of his occupation, he can only imagine one of them running their mouth in ignorance.

Where there’s smoke, there’s most certainly a bard.

“So,” Heizou asks, “why tell me all this?”

One of the researcher’s rare smiles is cast his way. “Because I happen to believe in one good deed begetting another. You shared with us your knowledge, we share with you anything that may further your investigation.” He chuckles, barely a breath of air through the nose. “Besides, what is she going to do – fire one of her own captains? And if she does get upset with me, she’ll forgive me soon enough.”

Miraculously, the man manages to make Heizou’s lips twitch into a smile as well. With all that has been going on recently, he almost feared he had forgotten how to. “You two sound close, even though she’s your superior.”

“She is my friend, first and foremost. Still, detective, be sure not to dig too deep – I won’t be able to protect you if you draw her ire. Now, Sucrose, detective, what say you to lunch?” He pats his coat pocket as it jingles with mora. “My treat.”

Heizou laughs. “You, sir, are speaking my language.”

~

Their walk to the Cat’s Tail is pleasant. The sun is warm on his back as Heizou helps Albedo and Sucrose carry some boxes to the establishment – genetically modified tea leaves, altered by Sucrose herself to steep quicker, yet have an increased flavour profile despite its faster preparation.

Something funny tickles his throat, something that warms him to the bone. He was wondering why he’d felt uneasy within these walls. Now that he’s had a taste of camaraderie in Liyue Harbour, he hadn’t realized how badly he’d begun to miss it: to be brought into the fold, to be swept into the life of another.

In Inazuma, he’d near resigned himself to a life of solitude. Not any more. No longer. Not ever again.

The doorbell jingles as they waltz into the bar. Together, they deliver the boxes to the man behind the counter, and soon Heizou finds himself following in Albedo’s steps through the afternoon lunch rush. Cats of all shapes and sizes brush up against his legs, and Heizou can’t help but scratch behind each and every one of their ears. A calico here, a tabby cat there, a tuxedo, one white as snow—

—Tama.

She croons in greeting, purring instantly at the sight of him as she weaves around his ankles. Heizou chuckles and picks her up, cradling her in his arms like a babe. She noses his lips and cheeks, sniffing every inch of his skin. He can barely hear the tavern’s din above her delighted purrs.

“Mister Albedo, miss Sucrose, over here!” A voice calls above the noise. Then, as if his heart couldn’t get any fuller: “Mister Heizou!”

He follows the voice to find Albedo and Sucrose standing by a booth-like table. At the table sits Bennett, flanked on one side by Razor (who leans snugly against Bennett’s side, hands curling around the boy’s arm in a way Heizou can only describe as adoration), and flanked on the other side by a girl he hasn’t seen before – and he would know. The massive raven perched on the back of her chair is hard to miss.

Bennett looks at Heizou as if he hung the damn stars in the sky. His hand pressed against the inside of Razor’s knee, his foot hooked around the girl’s ankle beneath the table…

What surges through him is protectiveness no longer – it’s pride. Bursting at the seams, brighter than the sun, and too overwhelming for any words to do it justice.

“Ah, the inquisitor from distant lands has gathered sufficient wits to face the Prinzessin, at long last!” The girl rises sharply from her chair. Though her eye is scrutinizing, playfulness glimmers in its depths. “Tell us – for whatever reason hast thou brought this fluffy sacrifice before us?”

Bennett opens his mouth to interject, though Heizou is two steps ahead of him.

“Why, such language does not befit Lady Tama!” Heizou projects. “As part of her retinue, I am offended on her behalf!”

“That cat is anything but a lady,” says a voice behind him.

Heizou jolts, Tama clambers from his arms (leaving scratches, too), and soon Kazuha has snaked an arm around Heizou’s waist. The ronin rests his head upon Heizou’s shoulder – somehow, Heizou wonders if he’s swallowed crystalflies in his sleep, too.

“Kazuhaaa…” he whines. Kazuha merely laughs, uncaring of their onlookers, and presents a plate of tiny sandwiches to him.

Albedo and Sucrose pull in chairs from another table, and soon the afternoon is spent eating sandwiches, soup, and all kinds of finger food between playing rounds of Genius Invocation. Albedo retains the longest winning streak of them all, though Kazuha, Sucrose and Fischl are forces to be reckoned with as well. Their server, a young feline beastkin named Diona, loiters around their table as she serves up drinks, supplying hints whenever Razor appears stuck in his turn, and giving a bowl of chips on the house when Bennett loses for the third time in a row.

…

For the first time in his weeks of being here, Heizou finally feels like the odd man out no more. He’s here, he is loved, he belongs. He’s home.

As the day winds down, Kazuha links their fingers together beneath the table and wordlessly pulls him away from their friend’s current game. He leads him toward the hallway connecting to the water closets – it’s quiet here, not a soul in sight.

“I’m really proud of you, it must be said.” Kazuha takes Heizou’s hands in his own, pressing delicate kisses on each knuckle.

“Oh?”

Kazuha hums, eyes fluttering open. “Yes. Before anyone else arrived, Bennett and I finally had a moment to talk. You’ve been such a wonderful influence on him.” Another kiss, on the side of his thumb – another, and another. “So, I’m proud.”

Heizou swallows harshly: partly from how Kazuha’s lips tickle the delicate skin upon the inside of his wrist, partly from thoughts of himself and Bennett and his own brother – how right things had been, and how wrong things had gone.

I wanted to give something better than what I had been given, is what Heizou thinks. Something lasting. Something that doesn’t sour.

“I had a good point of reference,” is what he actually says.

“Still,” says Kazuha – and there is no more room for disagreement.

They stand together for a moment longer, sharing in each other’s warmth, breathing in each other’s smell. Romantic place, this, Heizou thinks to himself, laughing inwardly as Kazuha lets his gaze rove across every line and divot of his face as a latrine flushes fifteen feet away. But he doesn’t hate it. If anything, the absurdity of it all pulls him closer to Kazuha’s lips, closer and closer and unbearably close—

“… where did you get this?”

Heizou opens his eyes. Kazuha is inches away from his face, his brows knit in worry. A wandering hand brushes the fringe from his eyes and lingers on his eyebrow, thumb caressing the skin there.

“Hm?”

“This,” says Kazuha, oblivious to the fact Heizou can’t see his own forehead. Heizou reaches upward to feel, finding something akin to a scab crossing his left eyebrow and travelling halfway up his temple. Even with a light press of his fingers, it stings terribly.

“I don’t remember,” Heizou says. “Must’ve bumped my head on something, I suppose.”

…

No.

That can’t be right.

It can’t be.

It… isn’t, right?

He doesn’t know. Like a man probing in the dark, Heizou searches his mind for answers. There are none. It slips through his fingers. Fractured. A tremble to his fingers, pins and needles in his legs. Heartbeat in his ears, thumping and throbbing and pressure building and bursting—

—and there was a door.

“… Heizou?”

There is no masking his flinch as Kazuha’s fingers caress along his temple. His lips purse into a frown, though thankfully, Kazuha doesn’t mention it.

But he still saw. Perhaps it’s worse this way.

“This is quite the injury for something you can’t remember.” Kazuha hums in thought, something sweet and sad. “I wish life didn’t leave you with so many wounds, detective.”

His flesh buzzes, pulse trapped beneath his skin. Heizou shrugs. There is little else he can do. His tongue lies useless within his jaw.

Wordlessly, Kazuha moves forward, and then his lips are pressed to the skin above Heizou’s brow, warm as a hearth. The touch is fleeting, yet it boils him from the inside out.

Breathe in, breathe out. He tries to remember what Kazuha taught him – become one with your environment. A gaze, red as dendrobiums, tinged with so much worry and so much love. The now familiar sensation of his hair pulled into a bun. Chalk, left on the side of his forefinger.

“The world’s most potent medicine.” Kazuha laughs – something breezy, something uplifting. All for him.

Heizou’s lips quirk. At long last, he regains control over his tongue. “Think I nicked my cheek whilst shaving this morning.”

Another peck, this time longer, as Kazuha leans into Heizou’s warmth.

“I bit my tongue during breakfast.”

“Heizou.”

He chokes out a laugh at that. Kazuha merely holds him tight.

…

“Say,” Heizou begins, a tad hesitant, “do you think we can all have dinner together before you leave?”

Kazuha bobs his head. His wispy hair tickles Heizou’s ear. “Of course. Why the formality?”

… This is it, then. There’s no going back, now.

“I just haven’t seen much of Venti these past few weeks, is all.” A pause, as Heizou gathers the strength to force the words across his lips. “I get the idea he’s avoiding me.”

Kazuha releases him ever so slightly – enough to look him in the eye, yet remaining close enough to hold him. A wandering hand brushes Heizou’s fringe behind his ear.

“Venti is not the type to do so. I’m… sorry you feel that way.”

“It’s hardly your fault, is it?”

“Still, I’ll make sure he attends tonight. If you two will be amicable towards one another, perhaps become friends – I will leave for Dragonspine with a light heart.”

Heizou grins. “Don’t you dare come back down unless you’ve crafted a dozen different poems to describe the colour of my eyes.”

Worry clouds Kazuha’s eyes, yet – a worry two people he cares for deeply aren’t getting along, perhaps. It’s understandable. It’s logical.

And still, it makes Heizou’s chest ache, to know he’s partly the cause of it.

Kazuha flicks Heizou’s nose, catching him off guard – then the ronin’s lips are pressed to the corner of his mouth. Heizou barely registers the floor beneath his feet, all corners of his mind honed in on the warmth, and the kiss, and everything unspoken.

“Detective,” he croons, “I can start waxing poetic now – but then, I’m afraid I will never stop.”

…

One more game, and one more shared plate of thumbprint cookies later, their small party breaks for work. Albedo and Sucrose return to the Knight’s Headquarters, promising Heizou to get in contact once they make any headway with their research (and in the same breath, make him promise not to be a stranger and visit from time to time). Fischl leaves in a flurry of erratic hand movements and raven feathers. She drags along a bewildered Kazuha, Razor trailing after the pair.

With one last goodbye said to Diona, Heizou pulls the front door closed behind him. Bennett waits for him on the cobblestone steps, sunshine glinting off of his goggles. The boy’s lips twitch into a lopsided, nervous smile. He hops down the staircase beside Heizou as they merge back onto the main street.

“I didn’t really want to call attention to it inside,” begins Heizou, as they approach the Adventurer’s Guild back door. Bennett gazes at him apprehensively, though it soon melts into relief. “Kazuha told me you two talked a bit before we arrived.”

“Y-Yeah! We did.” Bennett scratches at his arm.

Heizou huffs a laugh through his nose. “That girl – Fischl, right? You seemed fond of her.” A pause, as he takes in the crimson flooding into Bennett’s cheeks. “She seemed fond of you.”

“She is? I— I am! I’ve just been thinking about what you said, and mister Kazuha helped a lot, too. And I was… honest with my dads. And with Razor. And with her.”

All the nerves of the past few weeks seem to flood out of Bennett as he shudders out a deep breath.

“I also…”

“Hm?”

Bennett blinks harshly. Tears collect in the corner of his eyes, giving Heizou pause.

“I didn’t know how best to thank you.”

And then, within a matter of seconds, Bennett steps forward, swift as the fire’s flicker, and wraps his arms around Heizou’s middle. Curled close, face pressed to his chest and ear against his collarbones – Heizou staggers in surprise. Delicately, he lays one arm across Bennett. The other latches onto the boy’s shoulder as he rests his head atop Bennett’s crown, his hair wispy and sun-warmed against Heizou’s cheek.

… Bennett is a boy spun by the heavenly motions – but he is also just that: a boy. Wanting for comforting words. Desperate for an arm to cling to. And Heizou can provide just that. Giving because he can, and giving because he wants to.

Cuts and scratches and bruises aside – from the heights of Dragonspine to the depths of Enkanomiya, he may just be the luckiest boy in all of Teyvat.

Tears wet the front of his shirt. Heizou leads them into the shade and down into the grass, away from the street. The wind blows softer, here. When he looks up at the sky, he confuses the distant heavenly body, white and pale blue, for the moon.

…

Celestia hangs over them.
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