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1. Chapter 1



 

 There’s an uneasy stillness in the Doushin Headquarters as the Vision Hunt Ceremony gets underway.

 It’s always like this whenever the Almighty Shogun inlays a new Vision upon her holy statue, Sara knows … because this is where those of the Tenryou Commission who don’t care to see such spectacles congregate at such times.

 They could easily be out amongst the crowds – at the front of the crowds, even. Their rank affords them a good view of the procedure … but it’s nothing they haven’t seen before, and those here find such events not much to their taste.

 They don’t speak of that though. Whatever their personal feelings on the matter are, they know better. To speak against the Almighty Shogun is treason. To do so in front of anyone in the Tenryou Commission is folly, even for members of the Tenryou Commission themselves. Especially for the members of the Tenryou Commission, actually. They are the loyal soldiers of her Excellency. Questioning her divine will is not their place.

 “Kujou.” The silence is broken by her colleague.

 “Shikanoin,” Sara returns curtly, and eyes the shogi board he has set up in front of him.

 “Care to play?” Shikanoin Heizou asks.

 It’s on the tip of Sara’s tongue to refuse.

 She doesn’t like Heizou. They don’t get along. It’s not just their personalities clashing, or his unorthodox way of running investigations. It’s that his loyalties aren’t as clear cut as they need to be. Where Sara serves the Tenryou Commission out of filial duty and devotion to the Shogun, Heizou’s motives are much more self-serving. She has no doubt that a part of the reason he’s here is to safeguard his own Vision – those in service to the Shogun will likely have theirs confiscated last, if ever. More than that, she suspects that a large part of Heizou joining the Tenryou Commission was for the free reign it would give him in his so-called investigations. She’s seen the way he solves cases and it’s not inappropriate to liken those instances to circuses. She can’t really complain since he almost always gets results … though the few times he’s failed to turn up anything … are always where escaped allogenes running from the Vision Hunt Decree are concerned.

 It’s suspicious, that’s for sure. While Sara isn’t entirely unsympathetic, she certainly can’t approve.

 Now, however … disapproving makes her feel like a hypocrite, considering some of her own actions.

 More than that, she could use the distraction right now. She has the feeling that Heizou could too. Because the subject whose Vision is about to be the 100th Vision inlaid upon Her Excellency’s holy statue is none other than Thoma of the Yashiro Commission.

 They know him. Even if they don’t like him, they’ve worked with him. Spent time with him. Matched wits and gone head-to-head with him on occasion. Knowing what is about to happen to him … how he’s about to lose the ambitions that make him who he is, and become a shell of the person he used to be … It’s unpleasant, to say the least.

 So, rather than reject Heizou’s invitation, Sara takes a seat opposite him and moves a piece. Then their game begins.

 As far as distractions go, this game is a good one – because Heizou is, by far, the most annoying opponent Sara has ever played. Half the moves he makes seem to be completely random at first. Then, before you know it, they come back to bite you. This isn’t even their first time playing, but Sara still can’t get a grasp on Heizou’s playstyle. Within half a dozen moves, she’s struggling.

 It speaks volumes that Heizou doesn’t even make one veiled taunt today. The gravity of what’s going on outside, even as they play, is too heavy for them to make light of anything. Sara has the sneaking suspicion that Heizou’s head isn’t even in the game right now. Hers certainly isn’t. Not that she’s mentally making excuses for why she’s losing. Heizou is good at strategy. She tries not to begrudge credit where credit is due.

 Sara is on the verge of ceding the game and demanding another when the doors of the Doushin Headquarters fly open so hard they crack against the walls.

 Instantly, both Sara, Heizou, and a multitude of others are on their feet, hands on their weapons … but they quickly see that defending themselves won’t be necessary – not that that means that everything is okay. Because Kujou Takayuki, Sara’s adoptive father storms in, radiating anger and shouting commands.

 “On your feet! All of you! What are you going in here, lazing around? Get out there and get the search underway! Now!”

 “What’s happened?” Sara asks, even as the rank-and-file Doushin start rushing out to obey without even knowing what they’re doing.

 “What’s happened? What’s happened is that while you lot were in here, lazing about, the Vision Hunt Ceremony was halted by an Outlander and some sort of floating fairy child! They interfered before the Almighty Shogun could strip the Kamisato Clan’s dog of his Vision! Then they made off with that miscreant!”

 “If you had time to get here and they haven’t been caught, then they have surely had time to make it to the Komore Teahouse,” Heizou speaks up.

 “Where we can’t touch them!” Takayuki sweeps half the remaining pieces on their shogi board off the table in anger. “As you – and they – know perfectly well!”

 “I’m merely pointing out that it’s illogical to order all our reserve units out onto the streets when their quarry is holed up somewhere that we cannot get to them,” Heizou says, and Sara internally cringes, because now is not the time to provoke Takayuki, or infer that anything he says or does is wrong.

 “So, you would rather our men do nothing? Rather they stand around and lick their wounds and let this slight against the Almighty Shogun go unpunished?!”

 “Of course not. I’m only saying that coordinated action would be more efficient.”

 “Go,” Sara orders him – both since she outranks him, and because it’s for the best to get him and his mouth away from Takayuki right now. “Take two squads and set up a perimeter around Komore Teahouse. No one gets in, and no one gets out. I’ll send reinforcements before night falls – if the Kamisato retainer and the Outlander try to flee it will surely be under the cover of dark –”

 “Not so fast,” Takayuki interrupts.

 Both allogenes pause and look to him … and the moment Sara does, she feels a twinge of dread stirring in her stomach.

 She knows what that sadistic gleam in her adoptive father’s eyes means. So, his next words shouldn’t come as a surprise … though somehow still do feel like a punch to the gut.

 “The Vision Hunt Ceremony, celebrating the 100th Vision inlaid upon the holy statue by her Excellency, must go on. Our almighty Shogun is waiting at the statue as we speak. Even though we know where our intended sacrifice has fled to, we cannot retrieve him and his Vision without causing a diplomatic incident. But fortunately … we have our own allogenes we can offer up in his stead.”

 Heizou looks to Sara then. Sara doesn’t look at him, but she knows … she can feel his gaze on her … and suddenly, she can’t breathe.

 Her father could mean her … but she very well knows that he doesn’t. He stopped Heizou from heading out for a reason … and he’s well aware that Heizou’s loyalties are nowhere near as strong as Sara’s own. Not toward the Shogun and the Tenryou Commission at least …

 What’s killing Sara now, what’s making her feel like she’s choking … is that there’s little doubt in her mind, that if Takayuki demanded she offer up her Vision, Heizou would speak up in her defense. Despite what it might cost him, he would at least do that. Possibly more. Granted, his actions would be calculated, based off of what he knows about Sara, and what she’s likely to do – how likely she would be to accept her fate. Still … there’s a part of Sara that believes that if she had a mind to resist giving up her Vision, Heizou would use his Anemo powers to sweep everyone in the room off their feet, grab her wrist, run all the way to Komore Teahouse with her in tow, and bust down their door to demand asylum for both of them.

 “Sara,” Takayuki says, and Sara’s heart skips a beat as, for just a moment, she thinks maybe she was wrong, maybe she is being called on to sacrifice her own Vision … but no. Her father continues speaking. “Restrain Shikanoin and escort him to the statue.”

 “Yes, sir,” she says, mostly on reflex, even though there’s a part of her that’s screaming that this is wrong.

 Heizou exhales. Then … there’s a soft clink. When Sara looks over, she sees that he’s set his Vision down on top of the shogi board, amongst the remaining game pieces.

 “There’s no need,” he says, without looking at her. “I won’t resist.”

 Doubtlessly, he’s done his calculations. Alone and outnumbered, he might manage to take down every non-allogene in this room and still escape. Sara and her powers, however, would be a wrench in his plans … or maybe he’s more loyal than Sara gave him credit for. Maybe she underestimated his devotion to the Shogun after all.

 Heizou’s next words belie Sara’s speculations, however. 

 “After confiscating all those other peoples’ Visions … or simply standing by … I don’t exactly have the right to resist … or expect any help now that it’s my turn.”





2. Chapter 2



 Heizou’s hands are shaking. No, it’s actually more like he’s shivering. He tries to still himself, but the knowledge of what’s to come makes it impossible.

 They did end up binding his hands after all. Kujou Takayuki is unwilling to take any further risks. He’s probably in the right, Heizou knows. Because wouldn’t that be funny? Having two allogenes meant to sacrifice their Visions to the statue escape on the very same day?

 Oh well. At least they bound Heizou’s hands in front of him. It affords him a bit of dignity, at least. If he falls, he can catch himself instead of face planting, and it’s certainly more comfortable.

 Sara keeps a hand on his shoulder as she escorts him to the holy statue. Her grip is like steel, but Heizou doesn’t think that’s out of malice or distrust. His sharp eyes didn’t miss the conflict that crossed her face when Takayuki revealed his plans for Heizou. She has misgivings about her current task – about the Vision Hunt Decree in general. Not, Heizou knows, that it’s going to make a difference. Not right now, at least. For better or worse, her loyalty is stronger than her uncertainty.

 As for Heizou … it’s not exactly loyalty that keeps him moving forward, toward the Shogun and her statue that he knows are going to strip him of his powers, and of a good portion of what makes him, well him. No, he’s never been one for putting his faith in anything blindly. It’s always been his nature to ask questions and wonder how, and why. What keeps him moving forward now is more resignation.

 If he’s honest with himself, he’s known for a while now that this was always where he was going to end up. And … if he’s really honest with himself … he can’t exactly deny that he deserves this. He’s no innocent bystander to the Vision Hunt Decree. To Heizou’s shame, he has helped confiscate Visions. Maybe not as many as he could have … and maybe he did deliberately look the other way a couple times … or deliberately trip so that the renegade Vision holders could get away … or jump off cliffs and claim he tripped when they were too shocked to run when he was trying to let them get away … None of that really matters though. The people he let off don’t erase the ones he hurt. They don’t even outnumber them. They certainly don’t buy Heizou any forgiveness. Not his victims’ forgiveness, not even his own.

 There is the easy excuse that he was just following orders, but Heizou has never used it. No matter how much some of his colleagues cling to that phrase like a shield, Heizou never once pretended like he didn’t have a choice. Now, all of his choices have brought him here.

 “Kujou,” he says softly.

 “What?”

 “You’re hurting me.”

 Heizou’s pretty sure he’s going to have bruises where her fingertips dug into his skin once this is over. Not that he really thinks he’ll be in any position to care, but the fact remains … Sara’s about to rip a chunk out of his shoulder if she doesn’t ease up.

 Immediately, Sara releases his shoulder. She shifts her grip to his upper arm instead. Still solid as steel, but no longer painful.

 “Sorry,” she says tersely.

 “Thank you.”

 It’s always in the back of his mind that he could try to escape. Well, more like to the side of his mind. Sometimes it creeps right to the front of his thoughts … and it’s tempting. He might even be able to pull it off. His Vision is near enough that he can still use his powers. Sara, strong as she is, is still susceptible to his attacks. He could pull all the most problematic of his pursuers together with one Windmuster Kick. If he gets the positioning right, he could possibly even knock them all off a cliff by following up with a Heartstopper Strike. Even if he can’t quite manage that, he’s fast, with better stamina than any of them, he’s pretty sure. Chances are high that he can get away.

 Though if he does that, they’ll just drag another allogene up here within the hour, and Heizou wouldn’t put any money on their chances of getting out of this. That would be just one more allogene that Heizou will have sacrificed so he could keep his own Vision, and he doesn’t want that.

 More than that though … Heizou is just tired. Tired of helping the Shogun hurt people. Tired of having to lie and look the other way when he wants to really help someone. He thinks that there’s a decent chance that if he comes quietly it will take the wind out of the Tenryou Commission’s soldiers’ sails for a while. They are going to have to come to terms with what it means if the Shogun is willing to do this to one of their own.

 The Shogun is waiting for them in front of the statue. The expression on her doll-like face is impassive. Like the delay means nothing to her, so long as she gets to feed her statue someone else’s soul in the end. She doesn’t even blink when Takayuki comes up behind Heizou and gives the back of his leg a sharp kick, while pushing down on his back – forcing Heizou to his knees. Why would she blink, though? Chances that she recognizes Heizou as one of her Tri-Commission’s servants are very low. Even if she does, it’s not like his life means anything to her.

 “Apologies for the delay, your Excellency,” Takayuki says, and bows deeply. Then he places Heizou’s Vision on the ground right in front of him. “We have provided you with everything you need for the ceremony to proceed.”

 “This is not one of those who escaped earlier.” The Shogun doesn’t look or sound like she cares one way or the other – just states it as a fact.

 “No,” Takayuki answers. “This is another allogene. One belonging to the Tenryou Commission. He is leading by example, and giving up his Vision willingly to your divine cause.”

 That … No.

 Heizou cannot let that stand.

 “That’s not exactly right,” he speaks up. His one and only show of defiance in the face of … whatever this is. “I was ordered here. This isn’t my choice.”

 “Silence,” Sara hisses.

 Her father cuffs Heizou full across the face. Heizou tastes blood. He’s pretty sure that there’s a bit dripping from the corner of his mouth as he stares defiantly up at Takayuki. Then at the Shogun.

 “Just get it over with. I won’t resist. I just won’t let him lie about why I’m here.” Heizou wants to say more … he just doesn’t feel like he has the right to. Not after participating in the Vision Hunt Decree as he has.

 “Why you –” Takayuki looks like he’s winding up to hit Heizou again.

 “Father, please.” Sara puts herself physically between the two of them.

 “Enough.”

 The one word from the Almighty Shogun is enough to freeze every one of them in place.

 “The ceremony,” the Shogun continues, with just the slightest edge to her voice, “will now commence.”

 Sara and Takayuki both step back. Heizou exhales and stares down at his hands – which are once again shaking in the ropes that bind them. Or maybe they never actually stopped shaking. His attention is pulled from them, however, as his Vision twitches on the ground before him. Caught between both the Shogun’s pull, and its own magnetic draw toward its owner. The Shogun’s pull proves to be stronger, however. Heizou’s eyes follow it as it flies through the air and right into her waiting palm.

 Then something starts to happen. It’s like Heizou’s world narrows down to just him and the Shogun. The colors drain away too, leaving only dark, stormy violet and the emerald glow of his own Vision.

 “You will be inlaid upon this statue,” the Shogun tells him. “For all eternity.”

 Something in Heizou snaps. That’s the only way he can think of to describe it. Something that’s connected inside of him just gets severed all of a sudden and it hurts. It hurts so bad. It tears a scream from his throat and burns the tears right out of his eyes. Heizou feels himself falling. Maybe whatever it was that snapped inside of him was what kept him upright. He doesn’t know. He should investigate … except … that just seems like so much trouble. Investigating. Looking into things. Finding answers. Things that just … don’t matter.

 “Shikanoin. Shikanoin!”

 Someone is hissing at him.

 Heizou’s not sure who. Or why. Nor does he really care. She should go away.

 “Shikanoin. Look at me.”

 Heizou does. It’s just easier than deliberately ignoring her.

 Golden eyes bore into his. There’s worry in them … and anger. Maybe Heizou did something to her. But that doesn’t sound like him. At least … he doesn’t think that sounds like him.

 “It’s over,” the woman tells him. Then, confusingly, she puts a gentle hand on his shoulder. “We can go when you’re ready. Can you walk?”

 “I don’t know. Maybe.”

 “It’s okay. We can wait until you’re ready.”

 Heizou doesn’t exactly know what’s going on. He feels kind of like he’s underwater. Everything is dimmer than it should be, and he just feels numb. Like things are drifting by him, but don’t actually concern him. Maybe they should concern him, but … caring just seems like far too much effort.

 Something taps him. On top of his head. Then his arms. Oh … it’s raining, he realizes. Right as a million more drops start falling down around him. They sound hollow as they pelt the wooden platform that he’s sitting on.

 “It’s raining,” the woman by him says. “We should get out of this, so you don’t get sick.”

 “Who are you again?” Heizou asks. He feels like he should know but … well, he doesn’t.

 The woman stares down at him, eyes widening in alarm. “You don’t know who I am?”

 Heizou just stares up at her rather than answer. He can’t be bothered with her questions. He can’t even be bothered with his own. Besides, what he just said should make it obvious that no, he doesn’t know her.

 “I’m Kujou Sara of the Kujou Clan and Tenryou Commission. Your superior.”

 Oh. So, this woman is his boss.

 “Okay, Boss.” She just asked him to do something, Heizou remembers. To get out of the rain.

 So, he tries to stand.

 His legs immediately give out beneath him. Heizou nearly faceplants against the wooden platform that he’s on. He would have, but Sara grabs him and hauls him back up, holding him steady.

 “Easy,” she orders, gripping his arms firmly.

 “Boss?”

 “Yes, Shikanoin?”

 “Something bad happened to me, I think. I don’t know what. I can’t remember. Something’s wrong with my brain.”

 Sara’s grip on his arms tightens. “I – I’m sorry, Shikanoin.”

 Maybe Heizou should be sorry too. He doesn’t know. Thinking at all is just so much effort.

 “Come on. Let’s see if you can walk. You can lean on me for balance. If you can’t, I’ll carry you back to headquarters.”

 “Okay.”

 Then, something catches Heizou’s attention. White and red. Unusual colors around here. They stand out even amongst the now pouring rain … and they’re being worn by a youth about the same age as Heizou. He suddenly finds himself staring into a pair of crimson eyes that are both familiar and somehow not familiar at the same time.

 It’s the look in them that makes them unfamiliar, Heizou thinks. They look far too sad and concerned. As for looking familiar to him at all … well, when he studies the face those eyes belong to, a name comes to mind.

 Kazuha.

 He almost says it out loud, but something stops him. Somehow Heizou knows that it would be a bad idea to voice that name. He’s not sure why. He doesn’t need to know why. Maybe he’ll think about it later. For now, he’s just so tired.

 He blinks and suddenly Kazuha is gone. Which might be for the best. Again, Heizou doesn’t know. His mind feels like a puzzle made of nothing but missing pieces. It feels bad, but at the same time, it’s just so hard for him to care.

 “I want to sleep.” He doesn’t realize that he’s spoken out loud until he hears his own voice.

 “You can sleep at headquarters. We’ll get you a bed in the barracks,” Sara tells him.

 “Thanks, Boss.”

 Sara stumbles – or maybe slips on the slick walkway. Thankfully, she manages to regain her balance, because if she fell, she would have taken Heizou with her. She keeps her balance though. Which is good for both of them … and Heizou thinks it might be okay to rely on her. She seems nice. She was waiting for him after whatever happened to him, after all.

 And … if he can rely on her, it must be okay to lean on her a bit too, right? In a non-metaphorical way. She did say he could. So, Heizou does. Because he is just so tired. He doesn’t know how far they have to go, but he does know there’s no way he can make it there on his own.

 Sara responds by tightening her grip on him, which lets her support a bit more of his weight.

 “It’s okay, Shikanoin. I’m going to take care of you.”





3. Chapter 3



 The Tenryou Commission’s Headquarters is closer than the Doushin Headquarters in Inazuma City, so that’s where Sara takes Heizou.

 … If she’s honest with herself, that’s not the only reason. The idea of bringing Heizou back to the Doushin station, where he is so known and loved is too daunting. Even now, Sara can feel the gazes of so many of her peers on her, as she helps Heizou stagger into the Tenryou Commission Headquarters and across the floor. It’s a relief to finally get him behind the sliding panel door that leads to the stairs, so she can get out from under their gazes. Their eyes feel so accusing, and Sara knows that her cheeks are flushing.

 Heizou is silent the entire way to Sara’s office. Or at least, he doesn’t say a word. He does pant a bit though, and he looks exhausted. As soon as Sara lets him, he sinks into the chair at her desk and closes his eyes.

 “There …” Sara says, because she feels like she has to say something. She wracks her mind for something else to say. “Er … Can I get you a drink? Or something to eat?”

 “Oh … I guess that’s what’s wrong.”

 “What?”

 Heizou opens his eyes and looks up at her. “I’m empty.”

 Sara has the feeling that he’s not talking about his stomach, but she deliberately misunderstands. She keeps her office well stocked with all the things she might need if she’s stuck there for hours doing paperwork. That includes food and drinks. Nothing fancy – just rice crackers and water, though she does have what she needs to make tea if the occasion arises. She pours Heizou a glass of water and put several rice crackers on a plate for him.

 “Eat.”

 Heizou obeys. Sara expects him to pull a face at the bland taste of the crackers, but his expression doesn’t change at all. He just does what he’s told to do, with no reluctance, but no enthusiasm either. It’s rather like watching a mechanical doll eat, and Sara finds herself looking for excuses to not look at him.

 Unfortunately, there’s not much else in her office to distract her. He’s sitting in her only chair, so she can’t get to the paperwork on her desk, and there’s nothing else here that can really hold her attention. Nothing that she can even pretend holds her attention. So, she waits, and keeps shifting her eyes around the room until she no longer hears Heizou dutifully crunching his way through his rice crackers.

 When she looks back to him, she hopes to find him a bit rejuvenated … but she’s disappointed. Heizou has that same sad, dazed look on his face as he stares down at his empty plate.

 “Can I get you anything else?” Sara asks hesitantly. “I can make tea, if you like …”

 “No, thank you … I’m very tired.”

 He looks exhausted – and it’s crazy that not even half an hour ago, he was perfectly fine, and alert, and destroying Sara at shogi with a spark in his eyes.

 “Would you like to take a nap?”

 Heizou stares at her for a moment, then nods.

 So, Sara retrieves the sleeping mat that she keeps rolled up and stashed beneath her desk. It’s extremely narrow, but it’s comfortable and clean, and she has a blanket that goes with it. Since the Vision Hunt Decree was signed into effect, there have been far too many nights that Sara hasn’t been able to make it home. Her sleeping mat has been a lifesaver. She spreads it out for Heizou now, then beckons him over.

 Heizou stands –

 – then drops to his knees. He just manages to get his arms out to catch himself and keep himself from face planting, but Sara sees them quaking as she hurries over to him, swearing under her breath.

 “Sorry,” she tells him. “I should have realized that you couldn’t … Sorry.”

 “It’s okay,” Heizou says, as she hauls him back up. Then she helps him across the room and lowers him to the mat gently. “Thank you.”

 “You’re welcome.” Sara nearly chokes on the words. She wonders if Heizou remembers how he was stripped of his Vision yet. Or how she stood by and did nothing while it happened.

 She wonders if he’ll hate her once he remembers. Sara won’t blame him if he does. If their situations were reversed, she’s pretty sure she would hate anyone who might have been able to save her but just stood by. It’s a wonder that her hands are steady now, as she covers Heizou with her blanket

 “Try to get some sleep,” she tells him. “Hopefully you’ll feel better when you wake up.”

 She doesn’t think that’s likely though – that Heizou will feel any better when he wakes. She knows that sometimes just getting a meal in you, and a good night’s sleep does work wonders, but for people who have had their Visions not just taken from them, but inlaid on her Excellency’s statue … there’s no quick fix for the ones who also lose such a big part of themselves. In fact, from what Sara has seen, there’s no fix for it at all.

 


 

 Kazuha feels sick.

 He tries to fight the nausea back, but the memory of Heizou’s eyes haunts him as he makes his way to the cove. He’s never seen Heizou’s eyes look so empty and lifeless before. He’s not even sure his friend recognized him.

 It hurts. Seeing someone he cares about like that. It was like getting sucker punched. Because it never even occurred to Kazuha to imagine that Heizou was in danger.

 He was part of the Tenryou Commission. He should have been safe. He was the one allogene in Inazuma that Kazuha thought he didn’t have to worry about. Because the Tenryou Commission turning on their own makes absolutely no sense. Not when they’re waist deep in a war that shows no sign of ending anytime soon. Both sides want every allogene they can get. Sacrificing him makes no damn sense!

 Unless he did something wrong. Unless he was stepping out of line, or his performance wasn’t up to scratch, and too many allogenes were escaping the Vision Hunt Decree under his watch … which of course they were. Of course they were. Heizou is exactly the kind of person who would turn a blind eye to as many of them as he could, preferring to focus on real criminals. He wants to stop the people who hurt others. Not hurt people himself. Not even the bad guys if he can help it, but especially not the innocent.

 How did Kazuha not realize until now that Heizou was probably in the most danger of them all?

 What hits him the hardest is that he arrived just too late to do anything … again. Kazuha was planning to avoid the Vision Hunt Ceremony. He knew there was nothing he could do to help whoever they were planning to sacrifice, at least not without putting himself at risk, and he didn’t think there was anyone in Inazuma City who he cared enough about to put himself in danger for. Besides, he had his own mission – the Crux didn’t make this trip just to drop the Traveler off for some sightseeing. All their ships’ holds were filled to the brim with luxury items to smuggle in. Bolts of silk from Liyue, casks of wine from Mondstadt, crates of Noctilucous Jade and Cor Lapis, crocks of Valberry Jam, spices from Sumeru, brightly colored inks and dyes … and, well, all that loot wasn’t just going to smuggle itself into Inazuma.

 Still, when Kazuha started hearing his friend’s name murmured in worried tones on the street, he couldn’t help but divert from his tasks. Even so, by the time he arrived it was all over. The crowds were starting to disperse, their grotesque show having come to an end. Heizou was on his knees on the platform before the statue, seemingly unconscious, and Kazuha nearly sprinted to his side. What stopped him, however, was the one who was already there. General Kujou Sara knelt beside him. As Kazuha watched, she untied the ropes that bound his wrists, then lightly shook Heizou’s shoulder to rouse him.

 Heizou woke sluggishly as Sara spoke to him. He looked at her, dazed, like he didn’t understand what she was saying at first, but eventually he seemed to comprehend, and, at Sara’s prompting, started moving.

 It was clearly very difficult for him. Like his strength was stolen along with his Vision. His movements were shaky, and without Sara’s help, Heizou probably couldn’t have stood up on his own. Kazuha was surprised by how gentle and patient the general was with him as she got him on his feet.

 Then, almost as if Heizou felt Kazuha’s gaze on him, he looked up. Their eyes met – Kazuha’s worried vermillion ones locked onto Heizou’s heavy-lidded green ones, and it was like making eye contact with a doll. No recognition. No spark, or emotion, or anything that should tell Kazuha he was looking into the eyes of his friend. Just blank empty orbs that might as well have been made of glass.

 Kazuha flees the moment they break eye contact.

 He walks as quickly as he can without drawing the Doushin’s attention to the fringes of the city. Then he starts running. He doesn’t stop until he reaches the cove where Beidou and Mora-Grubber are waiting for him in the tinder boat.

 “Kazuha!” Beidou sees him coming and rushes up to meet him. “What’s wrong?”

 Kazuha skids to a stop in front of his captain –

 – who steps past him, pushing him behind her, summoning her weapon as though she expects a horde of enemies to appear right on his heels.

 “They hurt my friend,” Kazuha pants, realizing that Beidou will stand guard until he speaks up. “They hurt … they hurt my friend.”

 “Who?” Beidou demands. “And is your friend still alive? Do we need to go get them?”

 Kazuha feels a surge of warmth at Beidou’s obvious intentions … but mostly, he feels like throwing up. Not just because he ran so far, so fast. The memory of what happened to Heizou is like a lead weight in his stomach.

 “He’s alive … but he can’t be helped. They took his Vision. I was too late … again.”

 A warm hand rests firmly on his shoulder.

 “It’s not your fault. You know that, kid.”

 Kazuha does. He’s just having a hard time making himself believe it. This is the second time he arrived too late to save a friend, and it feels like his fault. He should have been there, done something, arrived sooner at the very least …

 “It’s not, Kazuha,” Beidou insists, as though she can hear his doubts.

 “I know … I’m sorry. I didn’t make contact with the last client on my list. I heard –”

 “It’s fine,” Beidou cuts him off. “That one’s just dyes and ink. We moved all the big merch and didn’t lose so much as a crate. The Doushin were all looking the other way.”

 “I guess now we know why,” Kazuha says bitterly.

 “It was a profitable trip,” Beidou says, but without cheer. “One of the best of my career, actually. We could sail out on the evening tide and start planning our homecoming celebration … or we could hang off the coast for a while, if you wanted. We could wait for the chance to grab your friend and take him with us. There might be someone who can help him in Sumeru, or one of the other nations. Sumeru’s our best bet though, I think. Their healers are renowned through all of Teyvat.”

 Kazuha frowns as he mulls this over. He doesn’t know if Heizou even recognizes him. Or how his family will feel about this. It could essentially be kidnapping. Even so, Kazuha wants to help his friend. No matter what it takes. Besides, he’s already a wanted fugitive. What’s one more crime in a country that he can sail away from, never to return to? Kazuha’s starting to think that most of the people here deserve to rot anyway. He didn’t miss how large the crowd that gathered to watch Heizou’s downfall was.

 “Or,” Beidou says, right before Kazuha announces his intention to add grand-theft-Heizou to his list of felonies, “we could extend the trip a bit longer.”

 “What do you mean?”

 “Those Resistance folk you mention on occasion sound like they might be in the market for some mercenaries,” Beidou says, an edge creeping into her voice.

 Kazuha’s eyes widen as the implication sinks in. When he meets Beidou’s gaze, he knows that his shock is evident on his face. Not that Beidou is the sort to judge for that sort of thing. “You’d do that for me?”

 He can’t help but ask, because he knows the implications of what Beidou is saying. She’s committing her men to a war on his say so. A vast fleet like the Crux, even if they only fight for several battles, will almost certainly tip the scales. That will force the Raiden Shogun to either repeal her Vision Hunt Decree or come out of her castle to meet them in battle and do her own fighting for a change. Beidou is the only person Kazuha has ever met that he thinks may actually have a chance of facing the Shogun head on.

 With her and the Crux on their side, the Rebellion could actually win …

 That, to Kazuha, seems like the fastest, surest way of helping Heizou – of helping everyone he cares about in Inazuma. Victory against the Shogun will ensure that those who still have their Visions get to keep them. He doesn’t know what will happen if the confiscated Visions are returned. He doesn’t think anyone knows, but even so, it seems like the best chance he’s got.

 “I don’t like monsters,” Beidou says, answering his question. “In fact, I make it a point to put them down. If this Shogun and her lackies really think it’s okay to treat people like this, then I’m going to treat them the same way I treat every other monster in my path.”

 Kazuha struggles to swallow the lump in his throat and fight back the tears burning in his eyes. “What did I do to deserve a friend like you?”

 Beidou doesn’t answer – not directly, at least. But she clamps a hand down on his shoulder again, and guides him to the tinder boat. Then, once they’re back on board the Alcor, she immediately gives the order.

 “Set a course for Watatsumi Island.”

 


 

I hope everyone’s enjoying my fic so far! Thank you for all the comments and kudos you’ve left. I’ll do my best to keep writing a fun, albeit painful fic for you to read – but I think most people are here for the hurt/comfort. ^^

 

Also, I’m on Twitter where you can find news and musings about this fic and my other projects: https://mobile.twitter.com/strangediamond5.





4. Chapter 4



 Heizou sleeps fitfully.

 As he does, his mind catches up.

 He remembers what happened to him. Remembers what did this to him. He even remembers wondering how it would feel afterward, once his Vision was taken from him and inlaid upon the Shogun’s statue.

 Now he has his answer, and it seems he was right to be worried. Because it’s not just his powers that were taken from him. Losing his Vision also did something to his mind. Thinking is so much harder without it. Thinking … and caring.

 The world just seems so dull. Duller than it ever was before he got that shiny green stone, and certainly duller than it was when he was in possession of it. When Heizou struggles to make his mind make connections between certain memories, he quickly realizes that it’s not worth the effort that thinking through it is going to take. So, he doesn’t.

 Yes. It’s just so much easier not to think and not to care.

 His boss, Kujou Sara, works as he lays there, drifting in and out of sleep in her office. He hears the constant rustle of papers and the occasional dark muttering as something vexes her. From time to time, there’s a knock on her door and someone will enter, and say words at her or give her more papers. They speak of the war in the west. It’s not going as well as it should, considering how much stronger the Shogun’s forces are than the Resistance’s. Sara grows less happy every passing hour.

 It’s really a breach of protocol for Heizou to be here. In the general’s office. Sleeping. Odd that he is. Not that it makes much difference, since Heizou is just lying like a lump on her floor. On her own sleeping mat. Which is also weird … but dwelling on the reasons why it’s weird just feels so pointless, like everything else.

 It finally comes to an end when Sara decides it’s time. She stands up and walks to his side, then kneels down beside him.

 “Shikanoin?” she asks, and her voice is weird too. Soft. Gentle, even. Oh well. It is what it is.

 Heizou opens his eyes to look up at her.

 “I apologize for the constant disturbances. I hope you were able to get some rest.”

 “Yes,” Heizou tells her. He did get some rest. How much is debatable, but fortunately Sara doesn’t ask that. Trying to quantify how much rest he got would be so tedious.

 “Do you feel like you’ve regained enough strength to get home?” Sara asks. Then her brow furrows. “Actually, where is your home?”

 Images of a rural village, an old dojo, a forest training ground, and a green pebble in a blood-stained mora pouch all flit through Heizou’s head. He doesn’t understand that last image. It’s punctuated by frustration, and he’s not sure if that’s because he doesn’t remember what it means, or if that frustration is connected to the mental image. When he tries to remember what it means, he comes up empty. It’s jarring, like running into an invisible wall at full speed, and for some reason, tears well up in Heizou’s eyes.

 “Shikanoin?” Sara sounds alarmed.

 “Sorry …”

 “No. It’s okay. Do you … do you remember where you live?”

 “Oh. Um. Above Shimura’s.”

 “Er … what?”

 “I rent a room. Above Shimura’s.”

 “The restaurant?”

 “Yes.”

 “Ah. I see.” Sara sounds relieved that she doesn’t have to track down Heizou’s home address. “I’ll walk you home. If you think you can make it.”

 Heizou gets up before answering. He manages it on his own. Sara is poised to help him if he needs it, but that turns out not to be necessary. “Yes, please,” he says, once he sees that he’s not going to immediately collapse.

 “I’m here for you,” Sara tells him, as they slowly get underway. “If you need my help, just say so. If you need to stop and rest, please let me know. And if you’re about to fall, use me for balance. Please don’t feel the need to stand on protocol right now.”

 “Okay.”

 Despite Sara’s kind offer, Heizou seems to be steady enough on his feet. He makes it down the stairs with only the aid of the handrail, though he stumbles a bit when he’s back on level ground. Sara grips his shoulder until they’re both sure of his balance again, which Heizou doesn’t think is really necessary, since he has one hand against the wall, but he appreciates her intentions.

 She opens the sliding panel door for him, and they step out into the main room of the Tenryou Commission headquarters. There aren’t many people here right now, but all those who are stop what they’re doing when Heizou and Sara enter and turn to stare at them.

 Heizou suddenly feels very self-conscious. He knows why they’re staring. Cheeks burning, he shifts his gaze to the ground. Shame surges through him, and he doesn’t know why. He just wants to sink into the ground and disappear …

 “Let’s go, Shikanoin,” Sara says tersely, and grips his shoulder again. She pulls him along, gets him moving again, and Heizou can tell that she’s in a bad mood now.

 He swallows, and does his best to match her pace, though he keeps his gaze cast down.

 It’s going to be a long walk home.

 


 

 The accusing gazes return the moment Sara steps out into the main room of the Tenryou Commission with Heizou. She feels them on her all the way to his home.

 She’s pretty sure that part of that is her imagination. There’s a reason she waited until night fell to help Heizou get back to wherever he lives, and that reason was to avoid as much attention as possible. Not everyone can see or recognize her or Heizou, now that it’s dark outside.

 Plenty do, however.

 Conversations stop. People pause and turn to stare. The Doushin at their posts especially snap to attention as they pass, their expressions ranging from cold to bewildered, like they can’t understand how this happened to Heizou of all people. Silence follows in their wake and Sara is certain she knows what at least some, if not most of these people are thinking.

 It should have been her. She should be the one whose Vision was inlaid into Her Excellency’s statue. Not this kid. Not Heizou who, for all his antics and unprofessional attitude, accomplishes more than all the rest of the Doushin put together. Since coming to Inazuma City, Heizou has helped so many people and stopped so many crimes. If it was up for a vote which one of them got to keep their Vision, Sara knows she wouldn’t win.

 Her face burns under their attention, and Heizou seems to be sapped of strength by it too, but she keeps him moving, slowly but steadily, down the main street, all the way to Shimura’s. There’s a narrow walkway between the side of the building and a wooden rail that they squeeze through to get to the building’s entrance, and just inside the door is a staircase that leads to the upper floors, where tenants rent out rooms.

 Heizou’s room is at the end of the hallway. He goes to open the door, then draws up short upon finding it locked.  For a moment, he just stares at it, confused.

 “Do you have your key?” Sara asks after a beat.

 “Oh. Yes.” Heizou fishes it out of his pocket and uses it to open the door as Sara tries not to worry too much about how losing his Vision has affecting his ability to reason through simple problems.

 They go inside, and Sara’s not sure what she was expecting, but what she finds is not it.

 Heizou’s apartment is clean but on the chaotic side. Because he has books. So many books. In many, many piles against the walls. Most of these piles reach all the way to the ceiling. There’s not a single bookshelf in sight – not much in the way of furniture at all. Aside from the cupboards and counters built into the kitchen area, Heizou has a neatly made-up sleeping mat in one corner, a table that he can work at while sitting on the floor, a stepstool – presumably so that he can safely get books down from his stacks, and a wardrobe.

 If not for the books, Heizou’s apartment would seem completely barren.

 As they step inside, Sara drifts to the nearest stack. She tries not to be too obvious as she skims the titles. Meanwhile, Heizou sets about lighting some lamps and getting out some plates. Sara turns when she hears the rattle of one on the counter and sees Heizou pulling some food from one cupboard. That’s good, she thinks. If his appetite is back, then he’ll probably be okay.

 “Do you need anything, Shikanoin?” Sara asks. “Anything that I can pick up for you, I mean?”

 “I don’t think so,” Heizou says. “I have an onigiri for you.”

  “Er – what?”

 “An onigiri.” Heizou crosses the short distance to Sara, to hold the plate out to her.

 “Why are you giving me an onigiri?” Sara asks, though she takes the plate from his outstretched hands.

 “Hospitality.”

 “Oh. Er, thank you …”

 “Oh. I’m supposed to give you a drink too, aren’t I?”

 “That’s not necessary,” Sara tells him, but Heizou is already on his way back to the kitchen area. Sara frowns as he stumbles over seemingly nothing, but doesn’t stop him. She’s curious about his actions now. In a professional capacity. People who are stripped of their Visions all change afterwards. Some more than others. She’s hoping that Heizou won’t be one of the ones who are too negatively affected by it. At first, she was certain that it did hit him really hard. She knows she’s grasping at straws, but she would like to think that maybe she was wrong then. Maybe he’ll be okay after all. More intel is needed to be certain. She’s not sure what it means now that he seems to be operating on reflexes and deeply ingrained habits.

 Sara never actually paid that much attention to people stripped of their Visions before now. She always did her best not to think about them.

 There’s a part of her that still doesn’t want to think about them now.  Any of them, Heizou included. It would be so easy to just leave. To walk out the door and let him become someone else’s problem. Surely someone else will step up to make sure he’s okay. Right?

 “You should take tomorrow off from work,” Sara says instead. “No one is expecting you to come in after … after today. You should take a couple days off, actually. To make sure that your health is okay, and that your mind isn’t out of sorts.”

 “Work …” Heizou mutters.

 “Yes. If you like, I’ll put in a time off request for you and make certain your direct superior approves it.”

 “That’s right … I’m a Doushin …”

 “Yes. You are a Doushin.”

 “But … I don’t remember why.”

 Sara doesn’t have an answer for him. She doesn’t know him personally, never asked about his motivations or his drives. Whenever their paths cross, it’s for professional reasons. She doesn’t even know who she could possibly turn to, to get an answer for him now.

 “Hopefully you’ll remember in time,” Sara says to fill the silence. “Take a few days off, Shikanoin.”

 “Okay, Boss.”

 “Do you have any family in the city?” Probably not, Sara knows, or surely they would have beaten down her door while he spent the afternoon passed out in her office. “Or close friends?”

 She’s actually surprised that none of his friends were camping out on his doorstep, waiting for him to return.

 “No family. Not here. I have friends … but not really close ones.”

 Not the sort to check up on him when he’s sick or injured, Sara interprets. She can relate.

 “Well then I will come back to check –”

 A knock on the door cuts her off, and Sara feels a surge of relief. That must be one of his friends now –

 “General Kujou? Are you in there?”

 Or not.

 Sara goes to the door, awkwardly. This isn’t her rented room, so answering the door really isn’t her place, but …

 “What is it?”

 “Sorry to bother you while you’re on personal business, General, but there’s urgent news from the front. Commissioner Kujou is sending you to Kannazuka. You’re to report back to headquarters at once.”

 “Understood. I’ll be there shortly,” Sara tells the Tenryou Commission messenger. “Dismissed.”

 She closes the door then. She understands what “at once” means, of course, but she has business here to wrap up.  Quickly.

 When she turns back to Heizou, her charge is hunched over and clutching his head.

 “Shikanoin? Are you alright?”

 “I should know …”

 “What?”

 “I should know why they came to find you here.” Heizou meets her eyes with a pained expression. “This is my place. They have no reason to look for you here. Yet they did.”

 “Yes …” Sara says warily. Obviously because any number of people pieced together that she was taking Heizou home, and Heizou’s address is on file in the Tenryou Commission’s records. That would have been the first place they sent a runner to find her.

 “I should know why. I should be able to figure out why … but I can’t.”

 Oh.

 Sara understands now. Both why Heizou is frustrated, and the implications of his sudden inability to reason out such a simple problem. Heizou is, or at least was a detective. Surely his ambitions were tied to figuring things out. Stripping him of his Vision probably didn’t completely destroy his deductive abilities, but if they were tied up with his ambitions … he might have problems putting things together for a while … or longer than a while.

 “You’re tired, Shikanoin,” Sara says, because that’s what she wants to believe. That Heizou’s tired from the day’s events and just needs a good night’s rest. Not that one of the Tenryou Commission’s best minds was destroyed today. “You should get some sleep. Things will make more sense in the morning. I’ll send someone to check on you and make sure you’re okay. If you need anything, you can tell them.”

 Heizou stares at her blankly.

 Sara sets her plate with the untouched onigiri on it down on the counter. “I’ll check on you myself as soon as I get back. Until then, please rest and take care of yourself. Alright?”

 Heizou nods.

 Good enough.

 Sara leaves then. Quickly, but not so quickly that it could be considered fleeing – though she does need to hurry. Her father is not a patient man, and after today, Sara does not want to give him any further reason to be displeased with her.

 


 

 Heizou stares at the closed door after Sara rushes from his rented room.

 Despite what she said about things making more sense in the morning, he doesn’t think they will. Something in his brain is broken. He can feel it. Even if he can’t explain it, he knows that something is very wrong with him now. Something important was ripped out of him when his Vision was taken and just sleeping isn’t going to fix it.

 Even so … sleeping means he won’t have to think about it. Won’t have to feel that gaping sense of wrongness. So, there’s really no reason not to sleep now, is there?

 So, Heizou drags himself to his sleeping mat and drops down on top of it, not even bothering to crawl under the covers.

 It’s several days before Sara returns and drags him out of bed again.

 


Happy birthday Heizou!

 





5. Chapter 5



Spoiler Warning – information from some of Heizou’s hangout paths is revealed in this chapter and may be revealed in other chapters going forward.


 

 “Mr. Heizou?  Heizou, it’s me … Ryuuji.  I heard about what happened …  Are you in there, Heizou?  … I guess maybe you’re sleeping.  I’ll come back later …”

 

 “Shikanoin?  It’s Shimura.  Sorry to bother you this late, but I just heard about … I brought you some food.  I … I’ll just leave it outside the door here for you …”

 

 

Day 2

 

 “Mr. Heizou?  It’s me again.  I came by to check on you.  I heard that General Kujou brought you home last night, so I assume you’re still in there?  I hope you’re alright …  I understand that maybe you don’t want to see anyone right now, but if you need anything … you can just leave a note and …uh, it looks like someone left some food for you here, Heizou, but someone’s cat got into it.  I guess I’ll clean it up and bring you some more food later.  I hope you feel better.”

 

 “Er … Heizou-senpai?  It’s Uesugi.  I know you’re taking some time off work, but I just wanted to come by and check on you.  I guess you don’t feel like visitors right now – which is fine!  I just wanted … I just wanted to stop by and say hi, and that … that I’m here – that we’re all here for you, if you need anything.  All of us in the Doushin.”

 

 “Mr. Heizou?  It’s Ryuuji again.  Just … checking up on you.  Oh, and I brought back your neighbor’s dishes.  I’ll leave them out here.  With this Donkatsu I brought for you.  It’s in a box, so animals won’t get it.  I get that you don’t feel like seeing anyone right now, and that’s okay.  But … you and Sango were there for me when I needed help the most.  So, I’m going to keep coming by.  So that when you’re ready to see people again, or if you need something, I’ll be here.”

 

 “Hey, Shikanoin!  Stop being a brat, Detective Shikanoin and answer your door!  Ryuuji’s worried about you and we’re too busy for me to be worried about him.  Look … I know we don’t see eye to eye sometimes, but … but right now you’re interfering with my business!  It’s your fault we’re suddenly so busy in the first place!  Do you realize how much crime has spiked in the twenty-four hours since you lost your Vision?  Argh, what were those idiots thinking, taking yours from you of all people?  Are they stupid?  Or do they think getting rid of you and emboldening the local bad element is a good thing?  You were a fool to ever go and work for them, you know.  Just … just pull yourself together so you stop distracting Ryuuji.”

 

 

 “Shikanoin?  It’s Shimura again.  I hope you’re okay.  Ah, at least it looks like you ate something.  I brought you some more food.  I’ll just leave it out here again.”

 

Day 3

 

 “Mr. Heizou?  It’s me.  I can’t stay long.  We’re really busy at the detective agency.  I just wanted to stop by.  Do you need anything?  Uh, it looks like you have some more food out here again.  No animals got into it this time.  Do you want me to bring it in for you?  Won’t you please say something, Heizou?  … It’s okay.  I’ll be back soon.”

 

 “Shikanoin?  It’s Yoriki Owada.  I know you’re on leave, but I just wanted to stop by and check on you.  Hm … Maybe you’re out.  No … who am I kidding.  I … I’m sorry, Shikanoin.  You deserved better than this.  If there’s anything I can do for you though … you have only to let me know.”

 

 “Shikanoin?  I have more food for you.  Hmm … did you not like what I left last night?  Or maybe you’re out?  Well, I’ll take this away and leave this new pot here.  And … lad … I know that what you’re going through is hard.  I can’t say that I understand it … but I have lived through my share of struggles.  If there’s one thing I’ve learned it’s that talking about it can help.  So, if you ever need an ear, I’m here.”

 

 “Heizou?  It’s me again.  Do you need anything?  I guess not right now?  Sango and I had a really busy day.  Things got crazy all of a sudden.  I guess we all know why, don’t we?  I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.  I’m just really tired.  But I wanted to come by in case you felt like talking.  I’ll be back again tomorrow.”

 

 “Oh, Detective Shikanoin?  How long are you going to hide away in your room?  You know there are crimes to be solved right now, don’t you?  Ryuuji and I solved three cases before breakfast this morning.  I guess if you’re going to hole yourself away, I’m just going to have to solve all these crimes myself.  The Tenryou Commission is floundering right now, you know.  The Doushin are running themselves ragged, trying to stop every two-bit criminal who’s decided to rear their head now that the amazing Detective Shikanoin is out of commission, and my sources tell me that the Kujou forces in Kannazuka lost a big battle on Nazuchi Beach and are on their way back to Inazuma City with their tails tucked between their legs.  I’m not going to say it serves them right, but … Ha.  You know, Shikanoin … if you want to leave the Tenryou Commission and come back to the detective agency … the door’s open.”

 

Day 4

 

 “Mr. Heizou?  It’s been three days now.  Surely you need more groceries now.  I can go pick some up for you.  You have been eating, right?  I … if you want anything in particular, please leave a list out here for me.  I’ll get it when I come back tonight.  Or, if there’s no list, I’ll just pick up some stuff and bring it here tomorrow morning.  I hope you’re feeling better.  I – ah!  General Kujou!”

 “Is Shikanoin in there?”

 “Ah, I assume so.  I mean, I haven’t seen –”

 “Shikanoin?  Shikanoin, it’s Kujou Sara.  Open the door.”

            “He hasn’t actually spoken to me or anyone that I know of since … you know.  I’m not sure if he’s been eating either.”

 “Shikanoin, open the door or I’m kicking it down … Last chance, Shikanoin!  Fine!”

 CRACK!

 


 

 Sara’s mission to Kannazuka was screwed from go.

 From the moment she and the relief troops were given their marching orders, moral was at an all-time low.  Heizou isn’t the first allogene of the Tenryou Commission to be stripped of his Vision, but he definitely is the most popular one to date.  His comrades like him.  Love him even, and his name and reputation are well known amongst Inazuma’s population.  The stares leveled at Sara and her troops as they made their way out of the city were cold.

 Then, at the Kujou Encampment, word of what happened spread amongst the troops there, where moral was already low.  Watatsumi’s forces were gaining ground, constantly harassing them with hit and run tactics, and spilling far too much blood without retribution.  Naturally, Sara set out to fix that immediately.  She even almost managed to turn things around.

 Her efforts goaded the Resistance’s forces into meeting them in open combat, led by none other than their general, Gorou.  Outnumbered and in unfavorable terrain, Gorou stubbornly refused to give up the Traveler who only recently joined his forces’ ranks.  It should have been a decisive victory for the Shogun’s forces.  Then they showed up.

 Sangonomiya Kokomi, Priestess of Watatsumi Island, leading a relief force largely made up of Liyue mercenaries which included multiple allogenes.  One of them, Sara recognized only by reputation – Beidou, the woman who slayed Haishin.  Another was the fugitive, Kaedehara Kazuha, who Sara recognized on sight – and who also recognized her.

 Their eyes met across the battlefield and for a moment, Sara found herself transfixed by the cold rage that smoldered within his gaze. 

 She didn’t have time to contemplate it then.  The tides had turned against her forces.  To prevent needless casualties, Sara called for a retreat.

 Back at the Kujou Encampment her troops licked their wounds while she and Masahito, her adoptive brother, and a fellow general in the Shogun’s Army, spoke strategy.  Then, Sara set off for Inazuma City, to personally inform Takayuki of the new developments in the war.  Masahito agreed that she should go.  So, it wasn’t like she was taking advantage of the situation so that she could attend to personal matters.

 It wasn’t.

 Even so, after submitting a request for an audience with her father, and with nothing to do until she received his summons, Sara immediately headed to Heizou’s residence to make good on her promise to check up on him when he returned.

 Finding Ryuuji, the former Doushin whose death warrant once crossed her desk before Sango and Heizou cleared his name, already there and checking up on Heizou isn’t a surprise.  What he’s saying as Sara approaches isn’t exactly surprising either, but darkens Sara’s mood even more.

 “Mr. Heizou?  It’s been three days now.  Surely you need more groceries now.  I can go pick some up for you.  You have been eating, right?”  There’s a note of desperation in Ryuuji’s voice as he asks that last question.  It tells Sara that Ryuuji already knows the answer.  Heizou hasn’t been eating.  Further proof sits just off to the side of his door – an untouched tray of food, every dish on it still covered, with utensils lined up neatly on top of a clean napkin.

 Sara tries to calculate how long it’s been since Heizou last ate.  Ryuuji keeps talking.

 “I … if you want anything in particular, please leave a list out here for me.  I’ll get it when I come back tonight.  Or, if there’s no list, I’ll just pick up some stuff and bring it here tomorrow morning.  I hope you’re feeling better.  I – ah!  General Kujou!” Ryuuji yelps as he sees Sara.  She has the feeling that he nearly snaps to attention, even though he’s no longer her subordinate.

 “Is Shikanoin in there?” she asks, even though the answer is fairly obvious.

 “Ah, I assume so,” Ryuuji says quickly.  “I mean, I haven’t seen –”

 “Shikanoin?  Shikanoin, it’s Kujou Sara.  Open the door.”

            “He hasn’t actually spoken to me or anyone that I know of since … you know.  I’m not sure if he’s been eating either,” Ryuuji tells her.

 “Shikanoin, open the door or I’m kicking it down,” Sara warns him.  “Last chance, Shikanoin!  Fine!”

 Then, she makes good on her threat.  One swift kick is all it takes to break the lock through the frame.

 “Hey!” Ryuuji protests, surprisingly.  Sara doesn’t know what he’s upset about, and would have thought her rank would keep him quiet even if she did do something that broke etiquette or crossed lines.  “You – there’s a lot of people with grudges against Heizou.  Now is not a good time for him to be without a functioning door or lock.”

 Oh.

 “I’ll have a guard stationed outside his door,” Sara tells him, and is further surprised when instead of backing down, Ryuuji looks at her with annoyed disbelief.

 “With all due respect, ma’am, do you really think the Doushin can spare a guard right now?”

 “The Doushin is not, by any means, understaffed,” Sara tells him.  Even if they were, she has the feeling not a one of them would protest working longer hours to ensure that Heizou was safe.  Not now.

 “Oh, that’s right.  You haven’t been in the city since …” Ryuuji breaks off and sighs.  “Apologies … Since the door’s already broken, we should see if Heizou is alright.”

 Sara gives a terse nod and leads the way inside.

 It’s dim inside.  The lamps are unlit and the shades are drawn. A little bit of morning light trickles in, but not a significant amount.  Even so, their eyes are drawn to the only thing of significance in the room – Heizou’s sleeping mat, where Heizou himself lays, curled on his side, his back to them.

 “Mr. Heizou?”  Ryuuji hurries over.  “Are you alright?”

 Sara starts to follow, but her gaze is caught by something on the counter.  An onigiri on a plate.  The same one Heizou offered Sara, if she’s not mistaken.  Left out, uncovered, the rice has all dried out.  It might not be inedible, but it’s certainly unappetizing.  More than that, however, it’s an indication that Heizou really hasn’t eaten since she last saw him.  Stepping closer to one of the lamps that he lit when she was last here, she realizes that it literally burned itself out.  There’s no oil left in it at all.  She looks over to Heizou again with alarm, wondering if he even got out of bed while she was gone.

 “Heizou?” Ryuuji asks, kneeling beside him.

 “Ryuuji …” Heizou’s voice comes out as a croak, but it’s music to Sara’s ears.  For a moment she was worried that … that he was no longer with them.

 “Hi, Heizou,” Ryuuji says softly.  “Sango and I have been worried about you.”

 “Sorry.”

 “Shikanoin, have you gotten out of bed since the last time I was here?” Sara asks.  She tries not to sound too harsh, but some of her concern probably comes across as curt, judging by the disapproving look Ryuuji sends her way.

 “No,” Heizou admits.

 Sara mentally swears.  “So, you haven’t eaten anything?  Or drunk anything?”

 “I drank.”

 Sara frowns.

 “He’s got a water carafe here,” Ryuuji says, lifting it from its place beside the sleeping mat, on top of a short stack of books.  “It’s almost empty now.”

 “Sit him up,” Sara orders Ryuuji, who obeys, lifting Heizou very gently into a sitting position.

 “Go away,” Heizou groans.

 “Sorry, Heizou.  I can’t do that.”

 Sara starts opening Heizou’s cupboards, looking for a cup to fill with water.  She finds a cool storage cupboard stocked with basic ingredients and a few luxuries first – among them, a jug of juice.  Sara retrieves the juice, finds a cup, and fills it halfway, then takes it to Heizou.

 “Drink,” she orders, and holds the cup to his lips.

 Heizou stares at her with dull eyes.

 “You need to drink, Shikanoin,” Sara says, trying to speak gently.  “You’re dehydrated.”

 Heizou looks away.

 “Shikanoin …  This isn’t a request.  You need to replenish your fluids, or I’m going to have to take you to the med ward … and you know how long a walk it is back to headquarters.”

 Heizou groans then finally obeys.  Ryuuji breathes an audible sigh of relief.

 Sara doesn’t understand how Heizou fell into such a state.  She left orders with the Doushin to make sure they checked up on Heizou.  They should have been competent enough to go to his landlord and get his key if he wouldn’t let them in on his own.  That’s standard procedure for welfare checks … which technically, Sara should have followed but … well, she was too worried to take the extra few minutes that would have taken.  She’ll make it right by paying to have the door repaired personally.  Right now, however, taking care of Heizou comes first.

 Heizou manages to down half the glass of juice, then starts gagging, so Sara lets him stop.  She has Ryuuji stay by him, and keep him sitting upright while she finds a cloth, wets it in the kitchen sink, and uses it to wash Heizou’s face.  Heizou actually leans into her touch as she washes his face.  It’s the only thing even resembling enthusiasm or joy she’s seen from him since he was stripped of his Vision.  It gives her an idea.

 “You need a bath,” she says, even though he would probably be okay without one for another day, since all he’s been doing is laying on his sleeping mat.  “Aisa Bathhouse should be open now.  I’ll need your help though, Ryuuji.”

 “Of course,” Ryuuji says with zero hesitation.

 “I’ll walk you there, but obviously they won’t let me in the men’s side.  So, while you’re bathing, I’ll come back here and fix something for him to eat.”

 Ryuuji nods and Heizou doesn’t protest.  They take that as assent from the young detective.  Then Ryuuji stands, and together, they haul Heizou off the floor.

 To say that Heizou is unsteady on his feet is an understatement.  Days without eating, barely drinking, and not getting out of bed have left him weak and groggy.  When they get to the stairs, Ryuuji gives up, lifts the younger man, and carries him princess style down the stairs – and the rest of the way to the bathhouse too.  It’s not far – just down the street from Shimura’s.  Even so, Sara walks them there, as she said she would, then returns to Heizou’s apartment.  She stops by Shimura’s restaurant on her way and speaks to Heizou’s landlord himself, letting him know that the door needs to be fixed, and that the bill should come to her.  Then she heads back up to Heizou’s room to get to work.

 Opening his shades, and windows, and airing out the room is the first order of business.  Then, going through his cold cupboard and getting rid of any spoiled food.  There’s not much of that, thankfully.  Only the onigiri that was left out on the counter and a bowl of noodle soup that might or might not be bad, but Sara’s not taking any chances.

 Next, she sets some rice to soaking then starts cracking eggs.  Sara is an accomplished cook, but right now, she feels like something simple is best since Heizou hasn’t eaten in three days.  So, egg rolls and rice are what she decides on, and if by chance, Heizou wants something to give the meal more flavor, it looks like he has a platter of Five Pickled Treasures they can augment Sara’s cooking with.

 Sara’s just finished cooking the egg roll and put the soaking rice onto the stove to boil when the door flies open.

 It’s too soon for Ryuuji and Heizou to be back, and that door swung open far too violently for it to be them either, so when Sara spins around, she’s ready for a fight – she remembers Ryuuji’s trepidations about Heizou being left without a functioning door.

 Instead of a criminal, however, Sara finds herself face to face with a shrine maiden.

 “Where is he?” the shrine maiden demands, glaring at Sara with undisguised loathing.  “Where is Heizou?  Where is my baby cousin?!”





6. Chapter 6



 As Ryuuji carries Heizou to the bathhouse, Heizou wonders if he should protest. It’s not like he can walk very fast though, and this does seem to be an order from his boss … plus thinking about it is hard, so he decides to let it go.

 “Doushin Heizou? Are you alright?” Aikawa Susumu, owner of the Aisa Bathhouse asks, as Ryuuji carries him in.

 “He’s not ill,” Ryuuji responds for him, “but he hasn’t eaten or gotten out of bed since … in three days.”

 “I see … Normally, I’d offer some refreshments for while you soak, but in this case, I don’t think sake would be appropriate.”

 “Yes,” Ryuuji says quickly. “We definitely don’t want to give him sake on an empty stomach. General Kujou is making something for him to eat right now. It should be ready by the time I bring him back.”

 Then Ryuuji goes to hand over some mora, but Aikawa raises his hands in refusal.

 “No charge,” he says and hands over towels and washcloths for them instead.

 Ryuuji doesn’t argue.  Just carries Heizou into the men’s side changing room, sets him on a bench, then starts stripping him down.

 Heizou doesn’t know how he feels about Ryuuji helping him bathe. Come to think of it, he doesn’t actually remember much about Ryuuji. Ryuuji does seem to genuinely care about his wellbeing, but Heizou’s memories concerning him are mostly blank. He should probably be suspicious, but can’t quite find the energy to.

 “Can you walk to the baths?” Ryuuji asks, once their clothes are all folded and set aside. “I can carry you if I have to, but I think it’s a little safer if you can walk on your own from here. The floor’s often slick.”

 “Yeah,” Heizou mutters. “I can walk.”

 Ryuuji helps him stand and keeps a firm grip on his bicep as they head into the men’s bath.

 “We got here right after they opened,” Ryuuji says, as they make their way there, “so the water might not be completely warm yet. But on the plus side, we’re likely to have the bath all to ourselves.”

 “Good,” Heizou says. “I don’t want people staring at me.”

 “Er – sorry. I think it’s likely people will be staring at you for a while. They feel bad about what happened.”

 “I don’t want their pity.” Heizou just wants to go back to his room and be left alone.

 “I know there’s nothing I can say to make this better … but I’ll do all I can to help you, Heizou. To repay you for what you did for me. I’m sure a lot of people feel the same. It’s not strictly pity … Just … We want to help you. We care about you.”

 Heizou has no idea why. He doesn’t really feel like he’s worth caring about. He doesn’t really feel much of anything. Except tired. He definitely feels tired.

 It’s a relief to sit down on a wooden stool, near the wall of water pumps where patrons are expected to soap up, scrub themselves clean, and then rinse off before getting into the big pool of steaming hot water. Ryuuji grabs a wooden basin, pumps some soap in it, then fills it halfway with water for him, and Heizou has enough presence of mind to remember what to do from here. He takes the washcloth Ryuuji offers him, dunks it in the soapy water, then starts washing his face.

 The water is lukewarm but feels good against his skin. Somehow, getting cleaned up makes Heizou feel a bit better. Especially when he washes his hair and rinses the soap out. Ryuuji washes his back for him, and declines Heizou’s offer to wash his back in return, when he remembers that’s the polite thing to do. Soon, they’re both finished, and have rinsed off all the soap. Heizou doesn’t feel like getting up, but Ryuuji insists it’s time to. He all but drags Heizou to the vast stone pool of water, then Heizou gives in and shakes him off, and kneels down on his own, so that he can slide into the water and –

 Oh.

 Oh.

 Suddenly, Heizou remembers … he really likes hot springs.

 Not that the baths here are technically hot springs. They’re just designed to look like them.

 That doesn’t make soaking in them feel any less good.

 “Heizou? Are you okay?”

 “Yeah.” Heizou doesn’t elaborate, but this is definitely the closest he’s felt to okay since he was stripped of his Vision.

 It’s nice to just soak for a while in the heated water and let his mind go blank. It even almost makes him feel like himself again …

 Slavedriver Ryuuji drags him out far too soon, saying that General Kujou is probably finished cooking by now and that they shouldn’t keep her waiting. Which is true … but Heizou still doesn’t want to go.

 He’ll come back, he decides, as he gets dressed, on his own, without Ryuuji’s help. Maybe tomorrow. Maybe even later today if he has the energy. Now that he knows that soaking in hot water makes him feel better, he’ll definitely be back.

 He even has enough energy to walk home, unaided, though the sight of his door saps his strength a bit. The state it’s in … that’s a problem. It needs to be fixed … but Heizou doesn’t know where to start.

 “Ah, sorry about that, Heizou,” Ryuuji tells him. “Don’t worry, we’ll get your door fixed for you. Actually, until it is fixed, why don’t you stay with –”

 “Heizou?” a familiar voice cuts Ryuuji off as they step inside.

 Heizou’s eyes widen in surprise. “Cuz?”

 Nana rushes to him and sweeps him up in a hug. “Heizou … I am so, so sorry. Sa – my charge at the shrine went missing. I had to go look for her. I only just got back and found out what happened. I came straight here …” She draws back then, but keeps her hands on his shoulders, holding him at an arm’s length so she can look him over. “Oh Heizou … Are you alright?”

 That question again. How many times have people asked him that today? Heizou’s lost count. He is just so, so tired of that question … of questions in general … of feeling so frustrated whenever he tries to think, and now Nana’s here. Someone who cares about him, and who Heizou knows exactly why she cares about him. Because she always has. Because they’re family. Not because of anything related to his Vision or work. Now she’s here, and she’s safe, and Heizou can’t hold it together anymore.

 He shakes his head as tears well up in his eyes, then something inside of him cracks.

 He’s not sure what happens first, but suddenly, Nana is hugging him again and murmuring words of comfort as Heizou presses his face against her shoulder and sobs, and sobs, and sobs.

 


 

 Awkward is a very mild way to describe how Sara feels, once the shrine maiden reveals herself to be Heizou’s cousin – and it’s clear that she knows exactly who Sara is. After learning Heizou is with Ryuuji, at the Aisa Bathhouse, Kano Nana calms down slightly, but doesn’t bother asking Sara’s name. She goes back to the door, which is hanging awkwardly and can’t close right, inspects it to see if it’s something that can easily be fixed, then gives Sara a baleful look.

 “I arranged with Shikanoin’s landlord to get the door fixed,” Sara says, trying not to sound too sheepish.

 “Well. That seems appropriate considering it’s your shoe print embedded in the door,” Nana says, and Sara wonders if acute observation runs in Heizou’s family.

 “I was making him a meal for when he gets back,” Sara says. Then she admits, “He … didn’t eat anything the entire time I was gone.”

 “And that’s … three days?” Nana asks, each word like acid.

 “Yes.” As much as Sara would like to conceal the truth, and how the Tenryou Commission failed to check on him, Heizou’s family needs to know.

 Nana stares at Sara for a moment. Then she turns away without speaking. Her intent is pretty clear. She doesn’t deem Sara worth talking to, and Sara can’t blame her.

 The shrine maiden heads to the kitchen area and begins pulling pots and ingredients out of cupboards with ease. She’s clearly no stranger to Heizou’s home, and in no time has a pot of udon noodles in broth going, and a piece of tofu sizzling in a frying pan. Sara stands awkwardly to the side and does her best to stay out of the way.

 It’s a relief when Heizou and Ryuuji return. Heizou looks a bit better when he enters. A bit more aware, and less like a sleepwalker. Then he breaks down in his cousin’s arms, and Sara finds herself wishing she could sink into the floor.

 Ryuuji moves to stand beside her, shuffling guiltily too. “Should we give them some privacy?” he asks quietly.

 “I … think so,” Sara says, glad that she’s not the only one who wants to make a quick exit.

 Shikanoin doesn’t notice as they sneak out. He’s too busy sobbing against his cousin’s shoulder, like his heart is breaking. Nana does notice but doesn’t say anything. Only gives them a curt nod, and Sara has the feeling that’s only to be polite to Ryuuji. Sara does feel a little bit wrong, skipping out on Heizou now. She told him that she would take care of him at the beginning of this whole ordeal, but … Nana is definitely the better one for the job, and Heizou clearly trusts her. Sara really dropped the ball.

 She did give orders to two soldiers of the Tenryou Commission, to coordinate and check on Heizou twice daily – and by that she meant wellness checks, where they actually saw him and made sure he was still alive and okay. She has no idea why they didn’t, but she is going to find out. The idea of reaming them out for letting Heizou go unattended for three days holds no small amount of appeal right now. It might not be productive, but it will be at least somewhat satisfying to watch them squirm.

 “Thank you for coming to check on Heizou, General Kujou,” Ryuuji says, once they’re outside, on the small patio behind the building. “I’m sure it means a lot to him.”

 “I doubt that,” Sara tells him. “Shikanoin and I are not close.”

            “But neither are you strangers.”

 Ryuuji doesn’t mention that they’re both allogenes who serve in the Tenryou Commission – or at least they were – and that allogenes tend to end up working together. She and Heizou have on multiple occasions. Despite her criticism over his attitude and his means, Sara can’t complain about his dependability or his results.

 This shouldn’t have happened to him.

 “Uh, hopefully that wasn’t too forward of me to say,” Ryuuji says quickly. “I didn’t mean to imply anything.”

 That almost makes Sara laugh. Not only is Heizou significantly younger than her, but not once has there ever been any scandalous speculation about her love life. As rigid as she is, she’s sure everyone would jump on the chance to gossip about her and any potential suitors had there ever been anyone who even remotely seemed like they might be courting her. “It’s alright. I didn’t think you were implying anything.”

 “I guess I should head back to the detective agency and check in with Sango,” Ryuuji says. “Kano-san seems much better equipped to help Heizou than I am. Oh, but they’ll need groceries.”

 “Shikanoin had some nonperishables in his cupboards, but he could use some additional fresh food,” Sara tells him. She’s sure that Nana would manage to get him some but can tell that Ryuuji wants something to do that makes him feel useful. She feels the same, but Heizou only really needs one person grocery shopping for him now, and Ryuuji is more reliable than her at the moment. She could be called for an audience with Takayuki at any time and it wouldn’t do to leave this task incomplete.

 “I’ll take care of that then,” Ryuuji says. “Oh, Sango also wanted me to ask around for information about the Arataki Gang. I can multitask and do that at the same time.”

 “The Arataki Gang?” Sara asks. “Is that oni causing trouble again?”

 “Er – no more than usual, I don’t think,” Ryuuji says. “Sango wants to interrogate him about something.”

 Sara nearly starts as something occurs to her – something that she should have thought of sooner.

 “Did she say what?”

 “Sorry. Sango never said.”

 Sara can guess though. Because like Heizou, Sango wants to help people. Their methods are very different, but both are adept at solving problems. Likely Sango sees the state that Heizou’s currently in as a major problem and is aware that not everyone reacts the same to losing their Vision. Some people – and yokai – don’t seem to show any changes at all. Naturally, trying to interview one of them would be Sango’s first move in searching for a solution for the people who are very negatively affected.

 “Well then, I won’t keep you,” Sara says. “Thank you for your help with Shikanoin.”

 “Thank you too,” Ryuuji says, and gives her a formal bow. “I very much appreciate you looking out for my friend.”

 Sara feels a little bad as she watches him go, for more than one reason. She didn’t really do anything for Heizou. Nothing that someone else couldn’t do better … and she broke his door. In addition to that, she has far greater resources than Ryuuji and Sango. Finding the Arataki Gang – specifically their leader and his lieutenant – won’t take Sara long at all.

 What would have been Sango’s move is now Sara’s – though she’s under no illusions that she’ll be able to get anything useful out of Itto, considering what a lug head that one is. Shinobu, however … hopefully she’ll have some information that can help.





7. Chapter 7



Spoiler Warning: This chapter contains minor spoilers Kuki Shinobu’s unlockable lore.


 

 “Oh, wow, as I live and breathe, if it isn’t the great General Kujou Tengu, come down from her high horse to finally give me the rematch I’ve been demanding! Finally realized the shame in only being able to claim victory with three platoons of foot soldiers backing you up, did you Kujou Tengu? And where did that bring you, but back to m-oof!”

 “Ignore him,” says Shinobu, after planting an elbow firmly enough in Itto’s solar plexus that the oni doubles over. “What brings you to Hanamizaka, Kujou-san?”

 “I was hoping for a conversation with you, actually,” Sara tells her friend, trying to keep her tone polite, even as she keeps a wary eye on Itto.

 Shinobu nods and leaves Itto hunched over, still spluttering. “Why don’t we take a walk? Otherwise, we won’t be able to actually do much talking.”

 Sara doesn’t argue. She’s actually relieved. Itto is obnoxious at the best of times, and the matter she wants to discuss with Shinobu is a sensitive one. She doesn’t relish the idea of speaking about it over Itto’s bluster, challenges, and threats.

 Two other members of the Arataki Gang watch them with no small amount of apprehension as they go, even though Shinobu assures them that everything’s fine. They head away from Kiminami Anna’s, where the gang was apparently engaging in a pizza party, and down the stairs, toward the outskirts of the city. Sara appreciates that. There are fewer eyes here, and she is tired of the cold, accusing gazes.

 “How’s Heizou?” Shinobu asks, as they reach the point where the cobblestone paths start sinking into the mud. Shinobu skirts the worn spots on the road and crosses a small patch of grass to sit on a crumbling stone wall.

 “Not well,” Sara admits. “That’s actually what I came to speak with you about.”

 “I figured as much,” Shinobu says with a sigh. “It stands to reason that Heizou was hit hard by losing his Vision.”

 “But why?” Sara asks. “Do you know? How is it that some people, like you and Arataki, are able to lose your Visions and be perfectly fine while others end up as broken shells of their former selves?”

 Shinobu hesitates for a moment, then sighs again. “There’s a lot we don’t know about Visions, Kujou-san. A whole lot. Every student from Sumeru’s Akademiya who’s ever tried to do their research thesis on the subject ended up failing and wasting however many years they devoted to the task. There’s just too many holes in our collective knowledge on the topic. So, everything that I have to offer you is only conjecture.”

 “I understand,” Sara says. “I’d still like to know what you think on the subject. I’m hoping to help Shikanoin, somehow. Not that I’m trying to put that all on your shoulders. I just … want to help.”

 Here is where most people would, at the very least, give Sara a judging look. Shinobu, however, only looks sympathetic.

 “I’d like to help him too,” she says. “Aside from being a friend, Heizou’s a genuinely good person. He worked so hard to make Inazuma safer. Which makes what happened to him all the more ironic, since that likely led to him getting hit so hard by losing his Vision.”

 “What do you mean?”

 “The more ambitious an allogene is, or was, the worse they seem to be affected by losing their Vision,” Shinobu tells Sara. “Based on my observations, at least. It does make sense, in a way. Lady Guuji, at the Grand Narukami Shrine, teaches that Visions are a physical manifestation of one’s ambitions. So, it does stand to reason that the more wound up in their own ambitions a person is, the harder they’re hit when those ambitions are suddenly stripped away.

 “Heizou is … or rather he was very ambitious. Not in a bad way, of course. He wanted to help people. To not just help people who were victims of crime but keep them from becoming victims in the first place. To stop crimes before they happened by educating people and eliminating the opportunities criminals had. Heizou was no fool though. He knew that he’d never be able to completely rid Inazuma of crime, but even so, he once spoke to me about how he wanted to get rid of as many common pitfalls that make people turn to crime in the first place too, and his ideas were sound. It’s a fact that there is less crime in places where people go to bed warm, and with full bellies, and a roof over their head. I think it would have been wonderful if he’d had the chance to see them through.”

 “I …” Sara’s not sure what to say. She doesn’t miss how Shinobu’s begun referring to Heizou in past tense.

 “Heizou’s whole identity was tied up in his ambitions – from wielding logic as a weapon, to becoming a detective, to working for the Tenryou Commission. So, now that those ambitions are inlaid in Her Excellency’s statue … Yeah …”

 Sara doesn’t miss the slightest tinge of disdain in Shinobu’s tone when she speaks of the Shogun. A part of her wants to protest against that. A bigger part of her can’t help but feel it’s deserved.

 “Then you’ve got people like me and the boss. No lofty ambitions, or at least none that we’re serious about. We have things that we want to do, of course, but, well, we do them. Then we find new things to move on to. I received my Vision the day I left the Grand Narukami Shrine. I’m pretty sure that it was triggered by my desire to break free from the things that were holding me in a life I didn’t want to live. As you can see, I haven’t run back to put myself back in the cage I walked out of. As for the boss … who really knows with him? His big new ambition is to beat you in a sumo match.”

 “Do you think that it’s possible for Hei – for Shikanoin to become like you eventually?” Sara asks, trying not to sound as desperate as she feels. The idea that the bright-eyed, inquisitive, cheerful youth that he used to be could now be gone forever is soul wrenching, even though she’s known for a while that it’s a definite possibility.

 “I honestly don’t know,” Shinobu says. “I wish I did. I’ve thought about it practically nonstop for the past few days. There’s no way to predict it though. It’s frustrating. Heizou’s my friend.”

 Sara stares at the ground.

 “Lately … there’s been rumors of three former allogenes who were hit hard by losing their Visions finding … a bit of the spark they lost. I haven’t had time to look into it personally, yet. Since Heizou lost his Vision things in Inazuma got a little crazy. I’ve been trying to channel the gang’s energies in a productive direction – beefing up neighborhood watch programs, running errands for Sango and Ryuuji … and, of course, surveillance of Heizou’s residence. We’ve been keeping our distance to respect his privacy, but frankly, leaving him without any sort of guard was irresponsible on the Doushin’s part.”

 “It was an oversight on my part.” In addition to delegating his wellness checks to two subordinates who, for whatever reason, chose to ignore their orders. “I was only recently made aware that there might be some criminals with a score to settle with Shikanoin while he was vulnerable. Thank you for stepping up to cover my mistake. I’ll arrange backpay for the work you’ve done, and personally see that it’s taken care of in the future.”

 “I didn’t do it for the money, but I won’t say no to backpay,” Shinobu says, looking a bit relieved. “I had to call in a lot of favors with the gang members. This puts it into gang business territory instead of personal favor territory, so I can leverage those favors again when I need them. It looks like we might need to call it here for today.”

 “What?”

 Shinobu points toward the city, where a Tenryou Commission runner is hurrying down the stairs.

 “That’s for you, I’m guessing.”

 “Probably. I – could I ask you to wait a moment though, please?”

 “Of course.”

 Sara leaves Shinobu on the wall and walks up to meet the runner halfway.

 “General Kujou,” the runner says, stopping a bit further away than protocol dictates, but Sara isn’t about to stand on ceremony after making him run the entire length of the city to find her. “Commissioner Kujou requests your presence at the top of the third hour. You’re to prepare to return to Kannazuka, and be ready to leave at the meeting’s conclusion, and … and you’ll be escorting Doushin Shikanoin to the front when you return.”

 “What?”

 “That’s all the information I was given, General,” the runner says, with a tinge of desperation. “Another runner was sent to relay Doushin Shikanoin his instructions. They might know more, but I don’t.”

 Sara takes a deep breath. “I understand. Thank you for notifying me. I will begin making preparations to depart right after my meeting with the commissioner. You are dismissed.”

 The messenger flees as fast as his depleted energy reserves allow him to. Sara turns back to Shinobu, who wandered up behind her at some point during the conversation.

 “I take it you heard?”

 “Sorry,” Shinobu says, but doesn’t exactly sound contrite.

 “I don’t know why they’re sending Shikanoin to the front –”

 “If I had to guess, I’d say it’s because they’ve encountered a mystery they need him to solve,” Shinobu says. “I hope you’ll do your best to shield him from repercussions if he’s unable to.”

 “Of course I will,” Sara says immediately. She’s ashamed that there’s even any question of that, but she knows Shinobu’s worry is a valid one. “Kuki-san – Shinobu – There’s something I need to ask you. The Vision Hunt Decree – what do you really think of it? You gave yours up willingly but …”

 “Sara … you know that asking – or rather answering questions like that is dangerous. Even if you trust the person asking them.”

 “I know,” Sara says. “I do … but please? Do you think I’m doing the right thing?”

 Shinobu is silent for several long seconds. Each one feels like an hour, but finally, she speaks. “I’m on your side, Sara. Because I’m your friend.”

 Sara starts to relax – just slightly. Even though she still feels like she’s doing the wrong thing, if Shinobu’s on her side –

 “Sometimes it’s a friend’s job to be on your side, even when you’re in the wrong,” Shinobu finishes.

 


 

 Kazuha frowns as he finishes checking over the body of the dead Resistance soldier. Something here, he knows, is very, very wrong.

 More wrong than the soldier’s squad, Pufferfish Three, lying dead all around her. Even more wrong than all the signs of elemental reactions, scattered across this section of the beach. According to their intel, no one in this squad was an allogene, yet the signs of battle suggest an electro and cryo allogene were working together in tandem.

 The wrongness emanates from this soldier herself, like miasma. It smells like rotting meat, though she doesn’t seem to have been dead long enough for that to have set in. This slaughter happened only this morning.

 He whistles for Beidou, who hurries over.

 “What’ve you got?” Beidou asks grimly.

 “The squad leader, I think … but …”

 “Was she supposed to be this old?”

 “I don’t think so. Something’s not right here, Beidou.”

 “No kidding,” Beidou says. “Could this be related to that Tataragami stuff we were warned about?”

 “It may be, but I feel like there’s more than that at play. No one in this squad was supposed to be an allogene –”

 “And yet it looks like they had two among their number,” Beidou says. “At least that’s how I’m reading the battle. An electro and a cryo.”

 “Gorou wouldn’t have kept that intel from us.”

 “So, the question is, why did they keep it from their leaders? Which of them were the allogenes? If they were allogenes? And what the hell happened to this one?”

 The soldier in question looks ancient. Like she should have been at home, on bedrest, watched over by her grandchildren, or great grandchildren. Not out on the battlefield.

 “If I didn’t know better, I’d say she was the electro,” Beidou says. “Look how the sand around her is fused into threads of glass.”

 “Yes.” That does tend to happen to electro allogenes on beaches. “There’s no masterless Vision on her though.”

 “Do you have any idea what to make of this?” Beidou asks.

 “No,” Kazuha admits. “I don’t think we have enough information to. We’re missing something. Likely multiple somethings.”

 “I guess the only thing to do is to take what we’ve learned back to Kokomi and Gorou. Maybe they know something that will help make sense of this.”

 Kazuha nods, though his mind rebels against the delay. Even though just yesterday they won a resounding victory against the Shogunate’s forces, it feels like they’re moving too slow. Like they’re running out of time, though Kazuha doesn’t know why. Heizou’s situation isn’t exactly time sensitive. They already took his Vision. He’s likely sitting at home, staring blankly out a window with no idea how he got there, or what to do with himself now. It just adds insult to injury that he could probably look at the scene before Kazuha now and draw some definite conclusions, despite not having all the facts. Or at least he could have before he lost his Vision.

 Somehow, Kazuha can’t help but feel like if Heizou was here with him, the two of them would turn this tide. Ridiculous, he knows, since Heizou’s mind is currently a mess … and even if he hadn’t lost his Vision, they wouldn’t be on the same side.

 Unless …

 Unless whatever’s going on here is bigger than the Vision Hunt Decree.

 A chill runs down Kazuha’s spine as the thought crosses his mind.

 Yes … he suddenly has the feeling that he and Heizou would be on the same side after all.





8. Chapter 8



 Heizou cries into Nana’s shoulder until he can’t remember why he’s crying anymore. He cries until he’s exhausted and has no more tears to cry. When they finally run dry, Nana sits him down, washes his face with a warm washcloth, then puts a bowl of udon noodles topped with shredded carrots and a big piece of fried tofu in front of him.

 She’s made that meal for Heizou many times in his life, and he loves it, but right now all he wants to do is sleep.

 “Please,” he asks Nana, “can I just lay back down?”

 “I’m sorry,” Nana says softly, but firmly, “but you have to eat.”

 “Please?” he tries again, even though begging has never, not once, changed his cousin’s mind. “I just want to sleep …”

 “You can’t sleep your life away, Heizou.”

 “But it’s just so … so pointless, Cuz. I can’t think. I don’t care about … about anything. I don’t want to do anything, and sleeping is the only way to escape it.”

 Nana’s hand settles on his head, and she smooths down his damp hair. “I’m sorry, little cousin, but I’m not going to let you just give up.”

 There’s an emotion in her voice that squeezes Heizou’s heart. While he doesn’t relish the idea of downing this whole big bowl of noodles and tofu, it suddenly seems like a better choice than letting Nana be upset. So, he dutifully picks up his soup spoon and sets to the task before him.

 Once he starts, it’s actually not so bad. The deep-fried tofu really is delicious. He remembers why he loves it now … and the carrots are nostalgic. Nana always was big on making people eat their vegetables.

 It’s a normal sized bowl, and Heizou knows he’s eaten portions this size plenty of times before, but somehow it does feel like a monumental serving today. He’s sure there’s a reason for that, but when he lets himself wonder and try to figure out why, his brain seems to fill with fog. It’s easier not to worry about. So, he doesn’t. He just focuses on the food he has left to finish until finally, he reaches the bottom of the bowl.

 “Sleep now?” He tries to say it definitively, but it comes out as a question. Unfortunately, he knows the answer, even before Nana speaks.

 “Sorry, little cousin, but you slept for three days straight. I know you’re tired now, but I need you to stay up a little longer.”

 Heizou has the sinking feeling that by “a little longer” she means until it starts getting dark, or nearly then.

 “Why don’t we go for a walk?” Nana suggests. “I think it will do you good to –”

 “No!” Heizou protests. “I don’t want to. I won’t.” He can’t stand the thought of people staring at him as he struggles to so much as put one foot in front of the other. The idea of their pitying gazes is too much.

 “On second thought, that’s probably not a good idea. At least not yet,” Nana relents. “You’ve annoyed too many people who have made parole, and you’re not really in any shape to defend yourself right now. Why don’t we do some stretches instead? After laying down for three days, your muscles have probably gotten a bit tight.”

 Stretches seem manageable. After a lifetime of martial arts, they’re as deeply ingrained into him as breathing. So, Heizou starts on his stretching routine. He realizes quickly that Nana was right – he needed to stretch. He didn’t actually lose any of his flexibility by taking three days off from his routine, since he’s been conditioning this way his whole life, but he can definitely feel the difference between now and the last time he stretched.

 Also, surprisingly, stretching now feels good. It seems like there are a lot of things that aren’t so bad, or even actually kind of nice once he starts doing them – stretching, soaking in the baths, eating something delicious … Maybe there are more things that are worth getting up and putting forth the effort to do. As he stretches, Heizou tries to remember what he used to enjoy before he lost his Vision.

 Reading. That’s the first thing that comes to his mind. He loves reading. It doesn’t matter what, but his favorites … they’re either exciting stories or books where he learns a lot about one subject, like plants and herbs, or medicine. Or maybe books about other places he could travel to, if the Sakoku Decree wasn’t in effect. Traveling … that’s another thing he likes.

 Memories of Watatsumi Island swim to the forefront of his mind. He went there … a year or two ago? Before the conflict between Sangonomiya and the Shogunate escalated. To … scout or spy? Well, if he did, those memories are gone now. All Heizou really remembers doing while he was there was sightseeing. Camping, swimming, fishing … cooking meals on the beach and watching the stars. It was really beautiful there. So much so that even now, Heizou wishes he could go back. Despite how much time and effort it would take to get there, and the fact that he would have to be awake for a really long time to make it happen, if Heizou had the chance to go back right now, he thinks he could find the energy to get out the door. That’s how much he loved being there. It really was so beautiful …

 When he’s finished stretching, he gets up on his own to help Nana with the dishes. She’s almost finished washing them, but he dries them and puts them away. He doesn’t miss the gleam in his cousin’s eyes as he does so. She seems happy, which makes Heizou glad. He doesn’t want to be a burden to his cousin. Doesn’t want her worrying about him.

 There’s another dish in the kitchen that confuses Heizou – a small plate with two egg rolls, set off to the side. Nana clearly didn’t make them – there’s not a vegetable in sight on the plate. Ryuuji didn’t have time to, and Heizou knows he himself didn’t make them, which only leaves …

 His brain starts buzzing uncomfortably as he tries to reason his way through the problem. So, Heizou puts it out of his mind, and the dish out of sight, in his cold cupboard. He’ll eat it later, then it will cease to be a problem. Of course, when he eats it, it will probably be buried under a small mountain of carrots, but he’ll worry about that later.

 Once clean up in the kitchen is all finished, he and Nana sit down on the floor. Which is good, because standing for even that short amount of time tired Heizou out again.

 “How do you feel,” Nana asks, “about taking tomorrow off … then the day after that, going in for half a day of work, if your supervisors will let you? And they will let you. I’ll pull strings if I have to, to make sure of it.”

 Heizou stays silent. He really doesn’t want to go back to work. Knowing that everyone knows what happened to him … that they all know what he used to be … and that now he can’t figure anything out, can’t think through even simple problems …

 “I want to quit,” he says finally. “I don’t want to go back.”

 Nana studies him for a moment before speaking. “It’s okay to quit. You spend so much of your life at your job, so it’s important to find one that you’re happy with. I don’t think that the Tenryou Commission deserves you anymore. I don’t think they ever did … and now that they’re no longer safeguarding you, and letting you keep your Vision, there’s not a damn reason for you to stay with them, but … being a Doushin was the job that you chose, and … and you loved it. If you no longer love it, then it’s perfectly fine to walk away from it, and I will be behind you one hundred percent. As much as I would like to drag you away from them myself though … I think I would be remiss if I didn’t ask you to at least sleep on this decision.”

 “I don’t want to go back, Cuz,” Heizou says desperately.

 “Then you don’t have to,” Nana tells him. “I’ll help you draft your resignation letter tomorrow.”

 Heizou nods. “As long as I don’t have to go back.”

 There’s a soft knock on the door, or rather the doorframe. Nana responds to it far faster than Heizou and is on her feet in the time it takes him to turn his head in that direction. A member if the Tenryou Commission stands in the doorway, looking sheepish.

 “Er, sorry,” he says, “but I couldn’t help overhearing –”

 “What do you want?” Nana asks coldly, standing between Heizou and his colleague. Or soon-to-be-former colleague.”

 “I have a message for Doushin Shikanoin,” the messenger says. “He … has been issued orders to return to active duty immediately, for a special assignment.”

 “No,” Heizou tells him.

 “Absolutely not!” Nana snaps.

 “I’m sorry, this isn’t coming from me,” the messenger says. “Your assignment is from Commissioner Kujou himself.”

 “What?!” Nana is livid.

 Heizou just averts his gaze, then closes his eyes, exhausted. He’s not going to be able to get out of this, he knows. If he refuses, he’ll be jailed for insubordination, court martialed, fined, and dismissed. Even though leaving the Tenryou Commission is his plan, that’s a lot of undesirable steps. He can submit a resignation letter today, but it will still take time to be approved. Not that they would approve it when he’s been tapped for a special assignment. He really doesn’t have a choice about this.

 “Doushin Shikanoin has been bed ridden and sick for the past three days,” Nana says angrily. “This is the first day he’s managed to get out of bed since your Vision Hunt Ceremony. He hasn’t eaten anything in that entire time and is in no shape for any sort of mission or assignment.”

 “Cuz –”

 “I’m sorry, ma’am, but this is coming from the Commissioner himself.”

 “I don’t care!”

 “Nana –”

 “My cousin is not well, and it’s the Tenryou Commission’s fault! If you send him out on assignment, he could be killed, and I won’t let –”

 “Cuz, it’s okay,” Heizou forces himself to speak over her and cut her off before she says something that the messenger can’t ignore. “I’ll go. I’ll do this one last assignment. Then I’ll quit.”

 Nana looks like she wants to argue.

 “I know this doesn’t mean much … but for whatever it’s worth, I’m sorry, Doushin Shikanoin,” the messenger says. He looks sorry too. Heizou has the feeling that their conversation won’t leave this room. Good. He doesn’t want Nana to get in trouble. Her connections at the Grand Narukami Shrine would probably shield her from the worse of it, but he still doesn’t want her in a bad situation because of him.

 “My assignment … What is it?”

 The messenger steps gingerly inside, taking that as an invitation to enter. He bows to Heizou and formally presents him with a scroll. “You’re to accompany Madam Kujou to the Kujou Encampment to investigate several strange deaths which occurred at the front. She has been summoned to a meeting with the Commissioner, which will conclude this afternoon, sometime after the fourth hour. You are to be ready to depart at the conclusion of her meeting, and wait for her at Tenryou Commission Headquarters, with whatever you will need for your trip and to assist with your investigation.”

 “How long will he be gone?” Nana wants to know.

 “I would estimate at least a week if they manage to wrap up the investigation quickly. If not … maybe as much as a month before the Commissioner accepts that they’re not getting his desired results.”

 Heizou groans. He really wishes he could go back to bed now. Or that he never got out of bed. Nana puts a comforting hand on his shoulder. Which helps. It reminds Heizou why he agreed to go do this.

 Just one more assignment, he tells himself. One that’s likely to drag on and end in failure because they want him to do something he’s no longer capable of … but the last one all the same. Then he can close the book on this chapter of his life and get used to his new normal – to life as just a regular person, with no Vision and no detective skills.

 


 

Sorry for the catch-up chapter, but I thought this perspective was important. Next time, the plot will advance though, as Heizou and Sara head off to try to solve a mystery! (One which we already know the answer to, but still, it’s a mystery to them!)

 

I hope everyone has a great time in Sumeru!





9. Chapter 9



 Despite being ordered to Tenryou Commission Headquarters to wait for Sara, Nana takes Heizou down to the outskirts of Hanamizaka.

 “They’re just going to make you come back down here again, and by then you’ll be completely exhausted,” Nana tells him. “I’ll go to Tenryou Commission Headquarters and let Madam Kujou know that she can pick you up here.”

 She leaves him right near Naganohara Fireworks, by the Doushin on duty, to try to deter any criminal with a grudge against him from trying anything, but … for some reason, Heizou doesn’t want to be near Naganohara Fireworks. He doesn’t know why, he just knows he shouldn’t be there. So, when Nana’s gone, he drifts down the stairs, to where the paved streets give way to dirt roads – still in sight of the Doushin on watch duty, just far enough away from the fireworks shop that he doesn’t feel like he’s doing something wrong.

  After a few minutes of standing there awkwardly, a nice dog comes up to him and keeps him company.

 Heizou is there for a good while, but he’s so tired he can’t really keep track of time. Still, he knows that Nana left him there with enough time for her to walk up to Tenshukaku and arrive before Sara’s meeting with the commissioner ends … then Sara will need to walk all the way down to the lower city to reach him. She would need to come this way anyway, with or without him, so it’s not inconveniencing her, at least.

 As he waits, Heizou thinks longingly of his bed … and the bathhouse. He wishes that he was either sleeping or soaking instead of just standing here. He also worries about the mission ahead of him. It’s not going to go well. He already knows that. Whatever strange deaths he’s being sent to investigate have already stumped whoever is at the front. While they might not be specialists, they’re not exactly slouches either. Which means that this is something very abnormal. With his mind in the state it’s now in, Heizou’s pretty sure he’s going to be useless on the investigation, but he can’t even bring himself to care. At least not beyond how his ineptness is going to affect how quickly he can come home and retire.

 In the back of his mind, he knows he’ll need to figure out something to do after he leaves the Tenryou Commission. Planning is hard though, which is pretty much the root of his problem. Even though he has an invitation back to Sango’s detective agency, Heizou knows he won’t be taking her up on it. He’d be as useless to her as he’s going to be on this mission. The highest rank he would deserve working under her now would be as an errand boy, and while he’s sure she would treat him fair and he would make enough to get by, he knows he wouldn’t be able to stand the looks of pity that she’ll constantly be giving him.

 He really doesn’t want to work with anyone who knows how he used to be.

 No other ideas come to mind, though … except maybe going home. Back to the village where he grew up. His father would take him back without question, Heizou knows. The man might not agree with the path his son chose, but Heizou’s never doubted his old man loves him.

 “Hey! Stop! Stop!”

 Heizou looks up and sees that something is in motion. There’s a man, running toward the city’s entrance, down the stairs, holding something – a mora pouch, Heizou thinks. Behind him is another man, giving chase.

 “Stop him! Someone! Stop him!”

 The first man sprints past the Doushin on watch, before the officer realizes what’s going on. He all but flies down the stairs, sees Heizou standing on one side of the road, then adjusts his path just slightly to give him a wider berth as Heizou stares blankly.

 “He stole my money! Stop him!”

 Oh, Heizou realizes, as the man approaches. He’s a thief.

 His mind blanks as he realizes there’s something he should be doing. Then, out the corner of his eye, he sees the friendly dog moving, getting in the thief’s new path. It crouches so that its front legs are low to the ground, while its tail wags and wags, like it wants to play. Then, right as the thief approaches at a dead sprint, it bounds toward him, nearly tripping him before hopping to one side, tail still wagging all the while. Heizou hears the thief curse, as he pitches to the side to avoid the dog – and right into Heizou, crashing into him, taking them both to the ground.

 “Ah!” Heizou yelps.

 “Shit!” the thief growls. Then the man is clambering back to his feet, trampling over Heizou to do so. As he goes, his foot catches Heizou in the jaw and knocks him flat again, just as he was trying to sit up.

 It’s far from the worst hit Heizou’s taken. It’s not even close to the worst thing that’s happened to him this week. Still, there’s enough force behind that accidental kick to stun Heizou for several long seconds.

 The next thing he knows, the man who was pursuing the thief is standing over him looking angry. “Why didn’t you stop him! You saw him coming! You had plenty of time to get in his way! You didn’t even try! That dog did more to help me than you!”

 Heizou blinks up at him as his mind shuts down. “I … I –”

 “Shikanoin!” Sara’s voice rings out frantically.

 Then the victim of the wallet snatching is on the ground beside him, face pressed in the dirt, Sara on his back, now the victim of a vicious tengu takedown.

 “Oi! Get off of me!”

 “Shikanoin, are you hurt?” Sara asks, making no move to get off the man.

 “Uh, no. I’m okay.”

 “Er, Madam Kujou? He … er …” the Doushin on guard, who wasn’t able to act quickly enough to help the man either, doesn’t seem to know what to say to their boss.

 “He didn’t knock me down,” Heizou tells Sara. “The man who stole his mora pouch did.”

 “That’s right! So let me up!”

 Sara does more than just let him up – she hauls him up by the front of his shirt and holds him in the air for a moment before dropping him. Under the combined onslaught of her show of strength and the coldness in her eyes, and possibly the realization of who she is, the man falls silent.

 “Watch yourself,” she cautions him. “Insubordination to a Doushin is a jailable offense. Never mind to a general.”

 “Y-yes, Madam Kujou,” the man stammers. “My apologies. But … but my wallet. It was just snatched by a thief who … got away.”

 Sara looks to the Doushin who was stationed on watch near Naganohara Fireworks. “You. Take this man’s statement and file the report. Doushin Shikanoin and I have orders from Commissioner Kujou and must depart.”

 “Yes, ma’am,” the other Doushin says quickly.

 Then Sara turns to Heizou and kneels beside him, as Heizou manages to pull himself into a sitting position. She reaches out carefully, to touch Heizou’s chin and turn his head to the side so she can inspect his jaw. “Your cousin is going to be very displeased with me.”

 “This isn’t your fault,” Heizou says quickly, “and it barely hurts.”

 “I wish I could take you to a healer, just as a precaution, but even if we had the time … there aren’t many healers left.”

 “I’m okay,” Heizou tells her. “I … I just …”

 “Just?”

 “I think I should have done something,” Heizou admits. “To help that man. But I couldn’t. I didn’t know what to do.”

 “It’s okay. Sometimes things happen too fast for us to react,” Sara says. “Especially when we’re not feeling well. I … I wish that our situation was different, and that I could allow you to rest and recover. Unfortunately, that’s not possible at this time, but I promise you, Shikanoin, I will watch out for you on this mission. I won’t let any harm come to you. Not from the Watatsumi Island rebels or anyone else.”

 She holds out a hand to Heizou then. He takes it and lets her pull him to his feet.





10. Chapter 10



 It’s a long walk to Amakane Island. Or at least it is when your traveling companion is both physically and mentally exhausted, and your relationship with them is awkward at best, but Amakane Island is where they have to go to get a boat to travel between islands.

 Sara carries Heizou’s bag for him and makes sure their pace is one that doesn’t completely wear him out. She even calls for stops so that he can rest twice on the way.

 It doesn’t feel like enough. Not considering what they’ve done to him, and what more they’re asking of him now. Sara can honestly say that she’s never felt more conflicted about anything in her life than she does now about … about the way the Tenryou Commission is treating Heizou. That, and the Vision Hunt Decree, but the two go hand in hand right now.

 Heizou is quiet the whole walk. Sara has the feeling that it’s more than just him being tired that keeps him from speaking. With as much as he’s going through right now, he can’t exactly be blamed.

 Sara can’t help but remember the moment of panic she felt seeing Heizou lying flat on the ground with a strange man standing over him, screaming. She doesn’t regret her reaction to that misunderstanding. The wallet snatching victim would have been out of line even if Heizou wasn’t in the sorry state that he’s currently in. Because of everything that’s happened though … well, it overrode Sara’s normal restraints and all she could do was react.

 She promised him at the onset of this mess that she was going to take care of him. For one horrible moment, she thought she’d failed. If that man really had meant Heizou harm, she wouldn’t have reached him in time … She’s going to have to do a better job of watching over him now that they’re heading to the front. If at all possible, she’s going to keep him away from any and all fighting. She’ll have any bodies that he needs to examine brought to the Kujou Encampment, or if that’s not possible, they’ll go to the site in force, with a full escort and scouts to make sure there’s no danger of an attack. It’s still not clear to Sara if Heizou’s ability to defend himself was affected by losing his Vision, or if he was just caught off guard and too weak to react when the wallet snatcher plowed into him, but she’s not going to put that matter to the test. Either way, Heizou’s not in a good enough mental state that he should be in any position where he has to defend himself.

 He proves this when they finally make it to their boat. After entering the Waverider, he practically collapses on the passenger’s side of the bench. Then, as he leans against the wall, Sara sees the gleam of tears in his eyes, right before they spill down his face.

 “Shikanoin? Are – are you injured?”

 “N-No.”

 Sara stares helplessly, sure that there’s something she should be asking, or saying, or doing. “Are you sure?”

 “Not injured,” Heizou chokes out.

 If the reason for his tears isn’t physical pain … then Sara doesn’t know how to respond. Because that means it’s related to losing his Vision, something that she can’t relate to in any way. She still has her Vision, after all.

 “I … If you wish to talk …”

 “There’s … not much to say,” Heizou tells her, clearly struggling to keep his voice from breaking. “I … don’t know … if Nana told you, but … I’m retiring. After this. I’m quitting.”

 Sara manages not to flinch, but only just. “I see … If that is what you wish to do, then you’re certainly within your rights. Your talents will be missed, but I … I will ensure that you are discharged with full honors and full pension, should you choose to go. If you change your mind, however, either before or after you leave the Tenryou Commission –”

 “I won’t. I don’t have those talents anymore,” Heizou tells hers. Then his face contorts in grief and the look he gives Sara is so painfully broken. “I don’t help people anymore.”

 That hits a lot harder after her conversation with Shinobu. Knowing now all that Heizou once strived for and what his ambitions were … Sara knows exactly what those words really mean now.

 “I … I’m sorry, Shikanoin. I am so very sorry …”

 It should have been me.

 Sara stops just short of saying that.

 There’s a part of her that wishes it was her who’d been called on to sacrifice her Vision now. She thinks that would probably have been better for everyone. The people who would care if she ended up as a shadow of her former self are few and far between, and the Tenryou Commission wouldn’t have lost its greatest investigator, and one of its greatest minds.

 The larger part of her, however, doesn’t really mean that. Sara hates herself for it more than a little, but overall, she’s glad she still has her Vision. Seeing how Heizou ended up … it scares her.

 “I’m sorry …” Sara doesn’t know what else to say.

 She lets the Waverider drift a bit, rather than immediately setting a course for Kannazuka.  Then, for a while, they just sit there. Heizou struggling not to cry. Sara struggling to find the right words to say to him, even though she doesn’t really believe that the right words exist. There’s nothing she can say that will fix his problems or even make him feel the slightest bit better. Her silence, however, probably helps more than any clumsy attempts at comfort. It gives Heizou time to pull himself together.

 Only once his breathing evens out, and his shaking nearly stops does Sara begin steering the Waverider toward Kannazuka.

 There’s not much on the island that they’re going to other than the Kujou Encampment, and from the patch of shore where Sara beaches the Waverider, it’s pretty much a straight shot once they get to the road. Between the beach and the road, however, is a small stretch of growth that’s pretty overrun with brush and straggly trees. Trekking through it is a very minor inconvenience.

 Or at least, that’s all it should have been.

 Sara takes the lead, naturally, still carrying Heizou’s bag for him, because the remainder of their journey is all uphill, and he’s going to have a hard enough time with that alone. Heizou falls in step behind her without a word, but Sara can hear the crunch of his steps in the sand, then on the grass. Then, there’s another sound. One that shouldn’t be there. A rustling of robes and the crackle of multiple footsteps.

 Sara spins around immediately – right as warriors in the pink uniforms of Sangonomiya rise out of the bushes where they’d been crouching in wait.

 “Shikanoin!”

 Before Heizou can even move, there’s a knife at his throat. He freezes on the spot but looks more confused than scared.

 “Well, well, well,” says a woman as she steps forward. She wields a sword, unlike most of the spear carrying Resistance’s fighters, but wears the same uniform as all the others – no visible leadership insignia. The only other thing that sets her apart from the rest of the rebels is her age. Most of those in the Resistance’s ranks are in their thirties, or younger. This woman … Sara can’t tell how old she is. Something about her face is odd. Her hair, however, is mostly grey, though some of its former brown color still shows through. “Our intel said that General Kujou Sara would be returning this way. It looks like the wait paid off.”

 Sara glares daggers at her but forces herself to remain calm. If it was just herself she had to worry about, she’d already have drawn her bow and started firing, but with a blade pressed against Heizou’s neck …

 “Madam Kujou,” speaks up another Resistance fighter – this one with a captain’s ribbon on his uniform. “We have you and your companion at a disadvantage. Throw your Vision down at your feet, put your hands on your head, and walk toward me, slowly. If you do what we say, no one needs to get hurt.”

 “No one needs to, no,” the grey-haired woman says, “but I kind of think they deserve to.”

 “Perhaps. But that is not our way. Now, Madam Kujou. Please throw down your Vi –”

 “Gah!”

 Something is thrown down, but not Sara’s Vision. No, instead it’s the man who’d been holding Heizou at knife point. Somehow, Heizou grabbed his knife hand, wrested it away from his throat, then twisted and threw the bigger man over his shoulder. Then he stares down at his attacker with a bewildered look on his face, like he’s not sure how the man ended up on the ground.

 That’s all the opening Sara needs. She summons her bow to her hand, even as she uses her Tengu Stormcall to put a bit of distance between her and the enemies around her. In the same motion, she sets an arrow to her string and aims it at the rebel closest to Heizou, charges the attack with electro, then lets it fly. It knocks that rebel to the ground, leaving a sparking Crowfeather where he stood, which crackles in ominous warning, making those around him back off a few steps rather than charge.

 “Shikanoin! Get behind me!” Sara shouts.

 “I don’t think so!” Shards of cryo suddenly rain down between Sara and Heizou, driving the two of them further apart. The grey-haired woman – she has a Vision, Sara realizes. Out the corner of her eye, she sees a Resistance fighter with a spear try to engage Heizou – and sees Heizou leave his newly gained knife in the man’s shoulder, swapping it for said spear.

 She almost laughs in relief. Heizou’s martial arts prowess was almost certainly augmented by his ambitions, back when he had his Vision, but it seems that his skills remain even after losing his powers. She recalls him mentioning, some months back, that his father runs a dojo in his home village. Doubtlessly, it was his father who trained him, drilled him endlessly, and his muscle memory serves him well now. Even as she turns her attention away, she gets a final glimpse of him cracking the blunt end of his spear against a charging rebel’s forehead.

 He can hold his own for now, it seems, but Sara’s not going to bank on his strength holding out for long. Not after the week he’s had. Which means she has to end this quickly.

 Sara pivots to avoid more cryo projectiles, then calls down electro in a storm all around her and her comrade, using her Elemental Burst. Then she unleashes several arrows in rapid succession, alternating between the enemies closest to her, and those closest to Heizou. She aims to kill – on a better day, she’d aim to wound, and hope to take prisoners, but she and Heizou are outnumbered, there’s an enemy allogene in their ranks, and Heizou’s strength can’t exactly be considered reliable right now. All that, and the promise she made to protect Heizou on this mission spur her into doing what’s necessary. Within seconds, she and Heizou go from being outnumbered twelve to two to merely being outnumbered seven to two.

 Unfortunately, the cryo allogene doesn’t go down easily. The older woman dodges when Sara unleashes multiple arrows at her, then rushes in, forcing Sara to use her Stormcall to retreat again. She doesn’t have time to charge an arrow to make the most of it though – the other allogene pursues her, shaking off the burst of electro that covers Sara’s retreat, and tries to cleave her in half with her sword. Sara hisses, as she takes a glancing blow – then another as cryo crashes down around her.

 “How?” Sara gasps, as she skips back again. This allogene is using her powers far too much. Only with a catalyst should she be able to call forth this much elemental energy. Not a sword, or any other melee weapon. Another rebel rushes in and Sara is forced to use her bow to turn aside the man’s spear. That’s when the cryo allogene finally lands a decisive hit. Her power strikes Sara in the chest like a battering ram, knocking her off her feet, and she can’t hold back a scream of pain.

 “Boss!” Heizou screams.

 Sara hits the ground hard and tries to roll, so she can put more distance between herself and the allogene, but the leader of this squad of rebels is suddenly right there, ripping Sara’s Vision off her sash, tossing it away –

 “No!” Sara cries, but she’s overpowered. Ropes are wrapped around her wrists and yanked tight. “Heizou! Run!”

 “Surrender, boy!” the rebel leader shouts. “Your general is captured. You’re both coming with us.”

 “No,” says the cryo allogene. “They’re not leaving here alive. Neither of them.”

 “Stand down, Mayu,” the leader says. “She’s more valuable as a hostage than a corpse –”

 “I don’t care,” Mayu, the allogene, says angrily. “I want her dead! You know who she is!”

 “Which is exactly why we should take her in ali –” the leader suddenly breaks off, gargling. Sara blinks and twists in his grip to look up at him. Then she recoils as he drops to the ground, bleeding out around a shard of cryo that Mayu froze directly in his throat.

 “You’re next, Madam Kujou,” Mayu promises, smiling cruelly.

 “Mayu … what have you done?”

 “That’s too far!”

 “Too far? Too far?! They’re the ones who are going too far!” Mayu says savagely. “She and her masters started this war! All the lengths we’ve gone to aren’t far enough! How many Visions has Kujou Sara personally stolen? And we have her right here! Right here! Are we really going to let her get away with – ah!”

 Mayu goes down – with Heizou on top of her. It’s a blur, but Sara sees his legs wrapped around her torso, pinning her arms to her sides, as one of his arms locks around her neck, and his free hand … it almost looks like he’s trying to rip off her glove. Sara doesn’t take the time to think on that though. Instead, she dives for her Vision. Even with her wrists bound, she can aid Heizou in the fight as long as she has her Vision.

 The other rebels are scrambling. Sara’s not sure if they’re trying to help Mayu or help Heizou pin her down. In the rush of motion, one of them nearly tramples Sara. She dodges, but takes a kick to her head that makes her ears ring. Sara does her best to brush it off, and reach her Vision. No one else stops her or gets in her way, but just as she reaches it, something happens. There’s a burst of cryo energy that emanates from where Mayu and Heizou are scuffling that’s so strong, it knocks Sara flat, even though she’s already on the ground. The world goes white … and cold. So unbelievably cold. Sara feels her consciousness fleeing. She tries to hold on. Heizou needs her help … She has a promise to keep … but the cold is too strong and in seconds, Sara loses her fight. Her eyes close against the stinging chill and she blacks out.

 


 

 The allogene – or rather, the not-allogene, Mayu, is weird. Heizou knows something is wrong with her from the moment the Resistance fighters appear. He doesn’t know what, but something about her is just off.

 He thinks her hair might have something to do with it. He doesn’t know. Only that it’s mostly grey with a little brown left in it when the fight starts … but when she uses her cryo powers, it fades to all grey. Even when she stops using her powers, the brown doesn’t come back.

 He also knows that’s not a Vision on her glove. It’s a glowing blue gem, yes, but that’s not what Visions look like. He knows. He used to have one.

 Heizou’s sure these things add up to something, but since his mind was ravaged by his own Vision being taken from him, he doesn’t know what they add up to. So, Heizou does the only thing he can think to do. He tries to take the not-Vision from Mayu.

 He tackles her, using the hold his father taught him to use against bigger, stronger opponents because he has no idea how strong Mayu actually is, and he’s pretty damn weak right now himself. As they hit the ground, he thinks that he’s lucky. Lucky that Mayu decided to murder her commanding officer and throw the rest of her fellow Resistance fighters into chaos. Otherwise, they’d all be trying to restrain him and get him off her. Now, they seem to be kind of on his side. Not that Heizou thinks that will last longer than it takes to incapacitate Mayu. Either way, he needs to get the not-Vision out of her grasp, and he needs to get it fast.

 “No!” Mayu shrieks when she realizes what he’s trying to do. “No! It’s mine!”

 Then, she starts trying to use it against him, and Heizou’s lucky again. Lucky she’s not very good at using it, and lucky that he’s clinging to her back. So, when she lashes out with her cryo power, it hits pretty much everyone but Heizou.

 He applies more pressure against her throat, pulling his forearm across it tighter as Mayu starts getting desperate. She screams, and curses, and lashes out with cryo. She rolls onto her back, so Heizou is pinned underneath her, but he doesn’t slacken his grip – or stop trying to pry the not-Vision off her glove, one handed. He notices, dimly, that Mayu’s hair starts turning from grey to white. As it does, her throes get more desperate … and she, and the air around her grow more and more frigid.

 “Let go! Let go! You filthy Shogunate dog, let go!” Mayu snarls. Then, she gives a horrible, rasping gasp, throws back her head … and screams.

 The air turns so cold that it crackles, and Heizou has to release Mayu because suddenly, even touching her burns like frostbite. Still pinned beneath her, he does his best to shove her off him, because her body temperature just dropped so low, even with several layers of fabric between them, touching her stings and numbs his skin.

 By the time he manages to get her off him, the worst of it seems to be over. There’s a white haze in the air, like winter mist, and everything in a fifteen-meter radius of them is glazed over with hoarfrost, people included. As he watches, however, the mist begins to dissipate. The frost on the nearest Resistance fighter starts to melt. Heizou glances around quickly, and yep, every single one of his enemies is either unconscious or dead. Including Mayu herself. Though she … she doesn’t look like Mayu anymore. She looks like she aged about two decades in the last thirty seconds, and she didn’t exactly look young before that. Now her face is sunken, her skin stretched too tightly over her skull. Her eyes are wide open, but opaque and dim. The not-Vision on her glove gleams bright in their stead though.

 Heizou takes another quick look around, then he kneels down and pries the glowing gem off Mayu’s glove.

 The moment it’s in his hands, it’s like being doused with ice water. It’s not as uncomfortable as what he felt moments ago … and the feeling actually seems to fade a bit, or maybe his body adjusts to the gem’s chill. There’s another difference that Heizou can feel too, though. Something that’s not at all unpleasant and doesn’t dim like the other sensation.

 He can think.

 Cool clarity washes over his mind. It makes Heizou gasp as suddenly, things just seem to make sense again. The world sharpens around him and for the first time in half a week, Heizou feels like himself again.

 He stares down at the gem in his palm. Then glances around at all the unconscious people around him, making sure that they’re still unconscious, and that none of them saw him take the cryo gem – especially Kujou Sara.

 Then Heizou tucks the cryo gem into his pocket, where no one can see it.

 It’s not his Vision … but it’s close enough.

 


 

So … Did anyone see that coming?

 

Either way, I hope everyone’s still enjoying my fic! Thank you for all the comments you’ve left me! I read every single one of them and appreciate them so much!

 

If you haven’t seen yet, I’m on Twitter at https://twitter.com/StrangeDiamond5. I mainly use it for posting about my fics, and fic-related projects. I might eventually do for Missing Pieces what I did for Song of Resistance and Poisoned Dreams. I have to finish the fic first, of course, but if I do more with it, my Twitter is where you’ll be able to find information about that. ^^





11. Chapter 11



 “Kujou … Kujou … Madam Kujou?”

 “Wha … Heizou!” Sara snaps wide awake as she remembers, and sits up so fast, she nearly cracks heads with her charge.

 “Whoa!” Heizou reels back just in time, exhibiting the fast reflexes that Sara always used to associate with him. “It’s okay! You’re okay. The situation is under control.”

 Sara blinks, then looks around. The surrounding area is glazed with a light coating of slush. The enemy soldiers are all either dead or bound, and those who are bound are still unconscious. Nearby, a woman’s corpse in a Resistance uniform is also sprawled across the ground. Her hair is shocking white, and all the melting ice around them seems to have emanated from her. Mayu, Sara remembers she was called. She doesn’t see a masterless Vision on the corpse … Perhaps Heizou secured it?

 “What happened?” Sara asks. Then, remembering herself, “Are you okay?”

 “I’m fine,” Heizou says quickly. “How are you? It looks like you took a hit to the head.”

 Sara reaches up to touch the side of her face. Her fingers brush against a bandage. Heizou’s handiwork, she presumes, fighting back a grimace. She promised to protect him, then led him right into an ambush, leaving him not only to fend for himself, but cover for her as well. “I’m fine. I just … I need to figure out what happened here.”

 She struggles to rise, then takes Heizou’s hand when he offers it to her. He seems to be steady enough on his feet. Even though he does look tired, it seems like he’s found his second wind.

 “The rebel they called Mayu was responsible for this,” Heizou reports. “She was using some sort of cryo weapon that emulated a Vision. After she killed her squad leader and her comrades were all in a state of turmoil, I took advantage of the confusion and tried to take her down. She used her cryo weapon … Maybe overused it? It exploded and covered everything in cryo. I almost passed out. I think I probably would have passed out, but her body was between her weapon and me. I guess I sort of used her as a human shield.”

 “I’m glad. That cryo – I think it hit me. I blacked out.” Sara takes a few tentative steps toward Mayu’s corpse. When she doesn’t face plant, she gains confidence and walks the rest of the way. Heizou follows her. “What happened to the weapon’s remains?”

 “I don’t know. I think they might have melted. Or sublimated, I guess.”

 Sara gives a curt nod. “And you’re sure it wasn’t a Vision?”

 “I know what a Vision looks like, Madam Kujou. This wasn’t one.”

 “Er – right.” Sara fights back the urge to wince. “Do you have any idea what it was?”

 “None, ma’am,” Heizou says. “Sorry.”

 “No need to apologize,” Sara says quickly. “I think … I actually think we got lucky, Shikanoin. I think that this – that what happened to Mayu is related to the deaths that we’ve been sent here to investigate.”

 “Oh. Ah … did you tell me anything about those deaths?” Heizou asks. “I actually can’t remember …”

 “No,” Sara realizes. “I didn’t. Apologies. I meant to brief you on the boat ride, but …”

 “Yeah …” Heizou says, looking embarrassed. “Sorry about that. So, what are we here for? Wait, let me guess. The strange deaths we’re here to look into either occurred when there were unexplained bursts of elemental power, or seem to have been caused by inexplicable rapid aging? Or both?”

 “Both,” Sara tells him, and can’t help but feel pleased. “That’s an astute deduction, Shikanoin.”

 She doesn’t miss the difference between how Heizou is now and how he was before the fight. The contrast is like night and day. Sometimes it happens – a solider, on their last legs, ready to give up is suddenly faced with death, and it’s like the fight wakes them up. Maybe this, now, is only adrenaline, but … it’s like having the old Heizou back. Sara hopes that it will last.

 “Thank you,” Heizou says, and he looks pleased too. “I’ll see if I can make myself useful on this case after all. Er … I know you’re in charge and all, so I don’t want to overstep, but I think it would be good if we withdrew to the Kujou Encampment now. There could be more enemies in the area.”

 “You’re right,” Sara realizes. She glances toward their enemies. “How many –”

 “Five dead, seven still alive,” Heizou answers, intuiting her question. “We can drag one or two up the hill with us, then send soldiers to pick up the rest – er, if that’s alright with you.”

 “Yes,” Sara says. “That’s exactly what we’re going to do.”

 They manage to rouse two of the Resistance fighters and get them on their feet. Sara sees evidence that Heizou took action with this plan in mind when he was tying up their enemies. Two enemy soldiers with no visible injuries are chained to nearby trees with Heizou’s handcuffs. The others are only bound with ropes, since Heizou only had two sets of handcuffs. He tied a man with an arrow in his leg back-to-back with a woman with an injured arm, and hogtied a man whose only injury seems to be a scrape to his head. Two more soldiers with no injuries that would prevent them from walking only have their arms bound behind them. Sara and Heizou rouse those two and get them moving up the hill at weapon point.

 Once they’re on the path it’s a straight shot to the Kujou Encampment. The camp guards see them on the road as they approach, and Sara is quickly recognized. A contingent of soldiers hurries down to meet them and escort her. It’s meant to be a formality, but actually turns out to be very useful. She sends them back down the hill, toward the beach, to retrieve the rest of their captives while she and Heizou get the two they brought with them securely inside the encampment’s palisades.

 As they step past the men keeping guard, into the camp’s borders, Sara can’t help but feel a sense of relief. She glances at Heizou as inconspicuously as she can and can see that the climb took its toll on him. The burst of energy that got him through that skirmish is clearly running thin. He’s safer inside the encampment, at least. Sara hasn’t forgotten her promise to take care of him on this mission. She might have done a horrible job of it thus far, forcing him not just to fend for himself, but protect her as well, but that’s no excuse not to do her utmost to turn things around now.

 “You,” she snaps at a pair of passing soldiers who clearly have no task at hand. “Escort these prisoners to a secure location for holding and interrogation. And you, alert General Kujou Masahito to our arrival. Please tell him to seek me out at his earliest convenience.”

 Both soldiers salute and hasten to obey.

 “What about me?” Heizou asks, watching them go – particularly, the one taking his prisoners away. “Follow them?”

 “No,” Sara tells him. “You and I are getting checked over by the camp’s doctor. Then you’re going to sit down and rest.”

 “May I rest while sitting in on the interrogation? I’d like to see how it goes.”

 It’s on the tip of Sara’s tongue to refuse but the spark in Heizou’s eyes stops her dead. “You may,” she says at last, and resolves to cram a snack down his throat, or at least some juice, before they head that way.

 


 

 Kazuha arrives at the beach as Heizou and Sara are leaving. His eyes widen at the sight before him – his friend, here, in Kannazuka, in the company of Madam Kujou herself … leading two Resistance fighters who they’ve just taken prisoner up the hill toward the Kujou Encampment. Heizou looks okay, which is just as much a surprise as his presence here, considering how he looked when last Kazuha saw him.

 Looks can be deceiving, Kazuha knows, and he’s far enough away that he can’t see his friend too clearly. It’s very possible that Heizou is only just holding himself together or going through the motions of his job like a zombie, barely aware of what he’s actually doing … but somehow, Kazuha doesn’t think that’s what this is. It’s in the way he’s moving. Like he’s tired, but aware.

 Unfortunately, Kazuha isn’t here for Heizou. In fact, Heizou’s presence here makes Kazuha’s mission that much more complicated. Because the two soldiers that Heizou and Sara are leading away are amongst those Kazuha was sent here to find.

 Something’s rotten amongst the Resistance. Beidou and Kazuha both know this to be true. It’s happening under Gorou and Kokomi’s noses and Beidou doesn’t trust them to uncover the truth fast enough. So, she tasked Kazuha with figuring out what’s going on.

 The squad that Kazuha tracked here, Yellowtail One, was known to be friendly with Pufferfish Three – the squadron that Beidou and Kazuha found dead on the beach under extremely suspicious circumstances. Yellowtail One went AWOL earlier today. Kazuha managed to sweet talk one of their captain’s drinking buddies into letting it slip that they got a tip about a Shogunate VIP returning to Kannazuka without an entourage. So, Kazuha set off as quickly as he could.

 It’s clear that he arrived too late.

 He debates his next course of action, taking into account the many factors that will affect the various outcomes.

 Heizou’s presence is problematic. Kazuha isn’t certain he could take on Kujou Sara at the best of times. Nor does he know how Heizou would react if he were to show himself now. Kazuha is well aware that Heizou’s turned a blind eye to more than a few allogenes, when he was able to, but Kazuha appearing before him now, demanding the release of their captives would put Heizou in a tight spot, to put it extremely mildly. He doesn’t even know if Heizou has enough of himself left to be able to react at all. While it would be beneficial to Kazuha if Heizou just shut down … he’s not going to do anything that would cause that to happen to Heizou. Not unless he absolutely has to.

 Since he can’t count on Heizou helping him, or even on nothing bad happening to Heizou as a result of confronting Kujou Sara now … Kazuha makes the decision not to approach them. Even though they’re dragging away two of Kazuha’s alleged comrades, they’re leaving five behind. Doubtlessly, Sara will send soldiers down to retrieve the rest, once they reach the top of the hill – another reason why confronting them now is a bad idea, with so many reinforcements so close – but Kazuha can swoop in and free the Resistance soldiers before any Shogunate forces arrive.

 It’s never an easy decision to allow one’s comrades to be captured – or remain captured – but sometimes it’s the best course of action. Sacrifice two soldiers to ensure that five can go free or gamble and possibly lose them all, as well as his life.

 Kazuha makes his decision.

 He waits until Heizou and Sara are about a third of the way up the hill, safely out of sight of their captives on the beach, then he rushes in.

 Several of them are stirring as he arrives and cuts free the ones he’s able to. Kazuha doesn’t have time to coddle the ones who aren’t, however.

 “Wake up!” he snaps, slapping one across the face – not as hard as he could, but not exactly gently either. His comrades they may allegedly be, but they’re causing problems and are involved in something far worse than simply running their own mission and taking the opportunity to kill a high-ranking enemy officer. “Wake up, now!”

 “Wha – Kaedehara? You’re Kaedehara Kazuha, right?”

 “Yes! Now get up! Hurry!”

 “Help!” calls one who’s bound to a tree. “Cut me loose! Quick! Cut me loose!”

 Kazuha would be more than happy to oblige, but as he approaches, he sees they have a problem. The ones bound to the trees are secured there by metal handcuffs. Kazuha’s blade isn’t going to be able to cut through those.

 So, he begins slashing through the trees themselves instead.

 It’s not easy. If it was, people would use swords to cut down trees instead of axes. It takes a hell of a lot of precision, and strength, and damn near perfect technique. Luckily for everyone involved, Kazuha is a sword master.

 Even so, it still takes multiple strikes to cut all the way through one tree trunk, and he needs to slice through two. Rather than waste time trying to completely cut it down, Kazuha slices at one of the trees until he’s halfway through then calls to his fellow Resistance fighters.

 “I’ve got this one started – it should be weak enough now for you to pull it down and snap it. Hurry!”

 He moves to the next tree while the other soldiers set to work, grabbing the top of the tree and pulling it toward the ground, putting their weight into it until it snaps. Their comrade who was chained to the tree still has his hands cuffed behind his back, but he’s able to pull the chain up and over the broken tree stump, so he’s no longer stuck in one place.

 “Hey! HEY!” shouts a voice from the hill.

 They look up to see a group of Shogunate soldiers hurrying toward them.

 “Curses,” Kazuha mutters. He slashes at the tree trunk twice more, then moves to meet the enemies.

 His Chihayabaru sweeps every soldier in the bunch off their feet, pulling them together with wind and lifting Kazuha over them. He twists in midair, then plunges to the ground. As he lands, the winds whip around his foes, both slicing them and pulling them toward him.

 Kazuha presses his attack before his foes can recover. He aims to incapacitate rather than kill – at least for now. If more arrive, that will change, but for now there are few enough that he can afford to be magnanimous. These Shogunate soldiers will wake up with ringing headaches … but at least they’ll wake up.

 As the last one falls, a splintering SNAP resounds behind Kazuha. He looks over his shoulder in time to see the other Resistance fighters finish snapping the second tree’s trunk, freeing their final comrade.

 “Time to go,” Kazuha announces – then freezes despite himself, as the wind changes. “No, not that way!”

 Several of the other rebels are turned toward the south – the logical way to go. Following the beach that way would lead them to the Tatarasuna region, and they’d only have to wade across a narrow stretch of beach to reach the next island. From there, they could wrap around the north of the island, to Nazuchi Beach, and after crossing that region, they’d have a straight shot toward the Resistance’s stronghold at Fort Fujitou.

 Or at least they would if there wasn’t a monumental storm sweeping right that way. The kind of storm that could pull them out to sea as they tried wading across the beach. A ship killing storm, carrying curtains of rain and so much lightning that there’s no way they’ll emerge from it unscathed.

 It came out of nowhere – Kazuha didn’t even have an inkling that it was brewing until right that moment. He wonders if the Electro Archon herself had a hand in calling it down – but no matter. It’s actually convenient to him now for another reason.

 “This way – trust me,” Kazuha tells his fellow rebels. “Now!”

 That last is barked toward a man kneeling beside one of his comrades’ corpses – and it doesn’t escape Kazuha’s notice that the corpse is that of a white-haired woman. He seems to be looking for something, but whatever it is, they don’t have time.

 “Wait – just a minute.”

 “What are you looking for?!” Kazuha demands. “What could possibly be so important that you’d risk your friends’ lives and freedom? Some of them are injured and we are only minutes away from pursuit being launched!”

 “I – you don’t understand – There’s something we need!”

 “It’s not here!” another woman says frantically, also dropping down beside the corpse. “Where is it? Why is it not here?”

 “Did they take it? The Shogunate dogs?”

 “Look, it should be right there, but it’s not!”

 “Oh no …”

 “There’s no help for it now. We need to go.”

 “But why are we going this way?” a woman asks as she limps after Kazuha, as they finally, finally start moving. “The other way –”

 “There’s a storm coming,” Kazuha tells her. “A bad one. If it doesn’t kill us, we’ll be sitting ducks when it ends – the Shogun’s forces will have time to catch up with us while we’re stuck in it. This way, we have time to find somewhere to hunker down and wait it out – and if we’re fast enough, they won’t even think to look for us this way. Stay off the sand, everyone! No footprints!”

 They follow the coast around the northern tip of the island. Right as they round it, heavy rain starts to fall, and wind begins to batter them. Lightning starts crackling as they reach a beach where they can wade across to another island – a nameless one in the north that both Sangonomiya and the Shogun’s forces tend to avoid. Aside from holding little to no strategic value, a Pyro Hypostasis recently appeared there.

 Numerous wrecked ships litter the small island’s beaches. Most are too broken apart to serve as shelter, but at the very top of the island they find a beached ship with an intact cabin – and none too soon. Right as they yank open the window that seems to be the cabin’s only currently accessible entrance, the rain starts coming down harder, falling around them in sheets. Suddenly, they can’t see more than a foot or two in front of their own faces.

 They pile inside and pull the window shut behind them.

 The tiny cabin is a bit cramped with six people in it – and it doesn’t help that many of them are injured, or that the floor is sloped, thanks to the angle that the ship is beached at. They make do, though, spreading out as much as they can, then begin triage by the light of Kazuha’s Vision. Kazuha helps them as much as he is able to. He’s a fair hand at bandaging wounds. A few of them need stitches though, which he leaves to Yellowtail One’s appointed medic.

 Once they’re all sorted, no one’s in danger of bleeding to death, and everyone is as comfortable as they can be considering the circumstances, Kazuha decides that it’s time.

 He’s well aware that this conversation could go badly. He’s also more than capable of defending himself if the survivors of Yellowtail One decide to do something stupid.

 “We need to talk,” he says finally. “You know what about.”

 They exchange guilty glances. Then decide to play dumb.

 “What? Sorry, I don’t know –”

 “You know,” Kazuha says flatly. “Don’t try to play me for the fool. I saved your lives. Now, I need to know what you know. Everything. So, start talking.”

 


 

Something exciting! @babjustbabs on Twitter did this beautiful piece of artwork for me, of the moment Heizou loses his Vision! https://twitter.com/babjustbabs/status/1573059737671045120!

 





12. Chapter 12



 News of the Resistance fighters they left on the beach escaping is a setback, to be sure, but it’s more than balanced out by the improvement in Heizou’s condition – at least in Sara’s opinion. She has the camp doctor look him over well to make certain he’s not injured in any way that she can’t see. The only thing physically wrong with him is that he has a touch of frostbite from the fight with Mayu. Thankfully, it’s not serious enough for him to need treatment.

 Sara herself is diagnosed with a mild concussion. Something else that doesn’t really need treatment, though the doctor advises her to rest and give herself time to recover. Time is a luxury that they don’t have, however. Or at least that she doesn’t have. If it was Heizou who needed to rest, she would throw the full weight of her authority into seeing that he got it, but overseeing their investigation is her job.

 As per Tenryou Commission protocols, their two prisoners are separated for questioning. The Kujou Encampment here has been set up long enough that they have decent facilities for holding prisoners and conducting interrogations. Sara gets Heizou some lavender melon juice and onigiri from the mess hall and sits him down in the interrogation room, off to the side, intending for him just to observe and recuperate a bit. Heizou, however, has other plans.

 “Please state your name and rank,” Sara requests, to start off the interrogation.

 Defiance sparks in the rebel’s eyes. “I don’t have to tell you anything.”

 “You don’t,” Sara agrees, “but I would prefer to call you by your name instead of just ‘Prisoner.’ If you would rather us not dignify you that way, we will refer to you as ‘Prisoner.’ However, it is far too easy for prison guards to forget that those whom they guard are human if they only refer to them as such. Life will be easier for you if you give us your name.”

 The rebel looks unconvinced.

 “It will also help us get you back to your family faster if any prisoner swaps are arranged,” Heizou puts in. “Prisoners whose names we know usually get priority.”

 The man hesitates a few moments longer, then bites out, “Matsuoka. Matsuoka Jirou.”

 Sara nods and writes his name down in the camp prison’s logbook. “And your rank?”

 “I … don’t have one. I’m just a foot soldier.”

 “In what unit?”

 “Yellowtail One.”

 Sara records that as well. “Thank you. Now, I have some questions in regard to the secret weapon that your squad mate was using. We need to know everything you know about it.”

 Matsuoka stares daggers at her.

 “What is the name that you call that weapon? And from where did it originate?”

 “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

 “The weapon that the rebel Mayu was using,” Sara says patiently.

 “I don’t recall her having any such weapon.”

 “This will not go well for you if you continue to play dumb, Matsuoka.”

 “Nor will it go well for me if I ever get home and it’s found out that I spilled everything to Madam Kujou Sara,” snaps Matsuoka. “Do you have any idea how hated you are by the people of Watatsumi? Or by the families of the allogenes whose Visions you stole?”

 Sara opens her mouth to retort – to declare that all she did was in the name of the Almighty Shogun – but Heizou speaks first.

 “I get where you’re coming from,” he says before she can get a word out. “I don’t know if you know who I am … but my name is Shikanoin Heizou. And I used to have a Vision too. An anemo Vision. It was recently confiscated … and getting used to life without it is … difficult.”

 Sara closes her eyes and looks away.

 “They stole your Vision and yet you still work for them? And with her of all people?” Matsuoka demands. “You really are a Shogunate dog. They snap their fingers, and you go wherever they send you, and do whatever they tell you to do.”

 “No one sent me here, Matsuoka-san,” Heizou says so earnestly that if Sara didn’t know that he was flat out lying, she would have believed him. “I came because I heard there were people dying of mysterious circumstances. Horrible circumstances. People dying of old age, decades before their time should have come. Young people drained of life, leaving their grieving parents to bury them. No one had to send me anywhere. I came to find out what was going on and put a stop to it. It’s what I do.”

 I don’t help people anymore. Heizou’s words from earlier today ring through Sara’s mind. She can hardly believe they were said by the same man.

 Matsuoka is silent for a moment before grudgingly admitting, “I’ve heard about you. You’re that Doushin detective.”

 “I am.”

 “ … They say you’re one of the good ones.”

 “I try to be,” Heizou says.

 “So, if I help you …”

 “It’s your best chance to put a stop to these strange deaths. Matsuoka-san – Mayu killed your commanding officer. He was her commanding officer too if I’m not mistaken. Are you really alright with that?”

 Matsuoka sighs. “No. I’m not.”

 “Was her lashing out at your commanding officer related to that weapon she had?”

 “I don’t know. We have noticed a few personality changes in the people who have them, but … but nothing like this. Until now.”

 “How old was Mayu? Do you know?”

 “Twenty-six. The same age as me,” Matsuoka tells him. “We’re from the same village. We grew up together.”

 Sara frowns. Twenty-six. That does not line up with Mayu’s appearance at all. Not even at the start of the fight. There’s a lot she wants to ask, but Heizou seems to be doing a better job of getting the prisoner to talk so far. She worries that if she voices her questions that his answers will dry up.

 “Are there many others who have these weapons? And have they met similar fates as Mayu?”

 “We only know – well knew – of one other person who definitely had one,” says Matsuoka. “Hers was electro. And she died similarly to Mayu. We were there – our squads started working together more to take advantage of their superconduct reactions. When it happened, it was like she lost control. It was her own electro that killed her.”

 “Did she look like she aged several decades around the time it happened too?”

 Matsuoka nods.

 “You said you only knew of one person who had one of these weapons for certain – but you suspect you know of others, don’t you?”

 “Yeah … It’s not exactly something they can keep a secret indefinitely. We notice when normal rank and file soldiers suddenly start to shine like allogenes … and when they start to go grey. There’s at least half a dozen people I’m pretty sure got ahold of one.”

 “Where are they getting them? And what do you call these things?” Heizou asks.

 “They get them from these Outlanders who have secretly been funding us. They’ve given us regular weapons, food, and other supplies. Even Her Excellency accepts provisions from them. We can’t exactly afford to be picky. They don’t tell us exactly who they are because they’re trying to avoid a diplomatic incident, or so they say. They’ve called their elemental weapons by several different names – equalizers and miracle stones mostly … but once we overheard the Outlanders call them by a different name, when they were talking amongst themselves. They called them ‘Delusions.’”

 


 

 Heizou uses every trick he knows to wring information out of the prisoner – or at least all the ones he can use while playing the good Doushin. It’s unfortunate that Sara isn’t exactly skilled at interrogations, so she can’t play the bad Doushin, but he does well enough on his own. He convinces Matsuoka that they’re kindred spirits – that he’s trying to help him and help everyone. He’s sympathetic where he needs to be, and when he needs to, he pushes for more intel. Under his guidance, Matsuoka tells them everything he knows about these Delusions …

 … and Heizou really doesn’t like what he hears.

 Long story short, some mysterious benefactors showed up on Watatsumi Island a couple months ago, smuggling in supplies for them. Approximately one month ago is when they broke out the fake Visions – after they’d already gained the Resistance’s trust.

 The ones who the smugglers gifted them to tended to be ones they’d favored before – low ranking foot soldiers with no particular skill at arms or tactics who they’d previously given well forged weapons to, like Crescent Pikes over the Black Tassels they gave to others, or Compound Bows rather than recurves and hunting bows. It’s possible that they were looking for some special trait in those people, like they claimed to see, but Heizou suspects it was part of a longer con to lower their guards.

 Only in the past few weeks have any blatant negative effects of these Delusions manifested – like the rapid aging and sudden loss of control that kills their wielders – but some careful questioning helps Heizou discern that there may have been a few other detrimental effects that were missed. Like personality changes. Understandably, they could be attributed to sudden arrogance after having gained power and a substitute for skill, but it’s very possible that the Delusions may have been affecting their wielders’ minds. Heizou would be surprised if Mayu just up and decided to kill her captain without any sort of buildup.

 Nothing that he learns bodes well for him personally. Heizou can’t exactly say that he’s surprised. He’s known for a long time that if something sounds too good to be true it probably is – like a magic crystal that falls into his lap that can replace his Vision and make his mind whole again. Had any allogene who’d previously lost their Vision come to him talking about such a thing, Heizou would have assured them that the person offering it was a fraud, then gone and tracked down the source of the rumors to see what the real truth behind them was. Even without watching a woman who, by Matsuoka’s account, was a bit clumsy but good natured and kind, impale her superior officer’s throat, Heizou would have known there was something not quite right about these Delusions.

 The worst part though … is that he doesn’t care.

 The past … four days? Five days? Ten? However many days it’s been, they were all hell. Time feels like it both stopped and dragged on forever since then. Only once he picked up the Delusion did Heizou wake from the nightmare of sickening emptiness in his mind. He would give damn near anything to never feel that way again.

 He wonders if the aging and personality changes will affect him if he just doesn’t use it? It shouldn’t be so bad if he just kind of hangs onto it, only keeping it around to cut through his brain fog, right? Well, obviously he has no way of knowing. Yet. He plans to test it out and see for himself. A good soldier of the Tenryou Commission would report what he found to his commanding officer … but Heizou’s never exactly been a model soldier and he’s planning on leaving anyway.

 Besides, if Sara is too stupid to realize he has it then that’s on her.

 … Which is an unkind way of thinking about it. For all that she stood by and was complicit in his Vision getting confiscated, Heizou doesn’t actually resent her. Much. She defended him where she could. Not the way he would have defended her if the tables were turned and she actually wanted to hang onto her Vision. The two of them would have busted the hell out of that station. It would have been epic.

 It occurs to Heizou that the Delusion might already be affecting his thoughts. Then again, a few hard feelings are perfectly natural in a situation like his.

 As the interrogation wraps up, Heizou feels noticeably drained. Sara notices too, he can tell, when she calls an end to the interview. Even Matsuoka sees it.

 “Are you okay, Shikanoin-san?” Matsuoka asks as Heizou stands. “You don’t look so good …”

 “Yeah,” Heizou tells him, then divulges a few details to build on the trust he gained with the prisoner, in case he needs to question him again. “I just spent the past few days in bed, barely eating or drinking. Losing my Vision is a pretty recent development.”

 “I’m sorry. I’ve heard you’re a good man, and from what I’ve seen, the rumors are true.” Matsuoka cuts a defiant look at Sara as he addresses Heizou. “You deserved better.”

 “Guards. Please return this man to his cell. See to it that he is given full rations and fresh water,” Sara says, ignoring the slight and saving Heizou from having to respond.

 “I hope you feel better, Shikanoin-san,” Matsuoka tells him before he and Sara leave.

 “Thank you, Matsuoka-san,” Heizou says. “I’m not sure if or when we’ll see each other again, but please know I’ll do all I can to stop these Delusions from hurting more people.”

 That, at least, isn’t a lie. Heizou doesn’t intend to turn in the one he took from Mayu to Sara, or anyone else, but he is going to do his utmost to track down the rest of the Delusions in Inazuma, and their source, and keep them from falling into anyone else’s hands. Well, he was a hypocrite while he stood by and let others lose their Visions while his Tenryou Commission rank let him keep his too. Why stop now?

 The day feels like it’s catching up to him as he drags himself out of the interrogation room after Sara. His limbs are heavy, and he can feel his attention wandering.

 “Excellent work back there, Shikanoin,” Sara tells him. “I did not expect to get nearly that much out of him. I see the rumors of your skill in the interrogation room are well founded.”

 “I try.”

 “I don’t think there was much more to get out of him, and you look exhausted,” Sara says, perhaps feeling the need to explain why she called an end to the interrogation. “If we don’t go to the mess hall now, we might miss dinner – and that snack you had earlier doesn’t count. They would, of course, cook something else for us if I ordered it, but I prefer not to inconvenience them if I can help it … and you look like you could use a meal now.”

 “Yeah … that sounds good.”

 A storm whipped up out of nowhere while they were interrogating the prisoner, and it seems to be raging in full force now. They have to go out into it to get to the mess hall, which is less than fun. The wind whips at them so hard that simply walking in a straight line is suddenly difficult, and by the time they make it to the mess hall they’re thoroughly soaked. They get there right at the tail end of dinner – the mess hall staff are actually starting to clear the food away from the line, but quickly make themselves scarce at Sara’s arrival. She and Heizou serve themselves today’s fare – bowls of rice, miso soup, and dry-braised salted fish. Heizou would have preferred to just stick with the soup and rice, but Sara insists he needs protein and he’s too tired to argue.

 As they eat, a messenger comes for Sara – Kujou Masahito, Sara’s brother and the camp’s ranking general requests her presence.

 “I need to go,” Sara tells Heizou. “Masahito needs to know what we’ve found out.”

 Heizou nods.

 Sara looks mournfully at her half-eaten dinner. There’s no way she can take her tray with her to the command hall. Not in this storm. There are several solutions to the problem, Heizou knows, all of them involving a bit of help to either replate it or hold it here longer, but the minutia of the logistics seems to escape him. Well, if it meant that much to Sara, she could figure it out for herself. She’s not the one who lost their Vision, went half a week without eating, then got dragged out of bed to go to a warzone.

 “Finish your meal, Shikanoin. All of it. Consider that an order. Once you are done … you may rest if you like. Ask one of the camp guards to escort you to the command hall. I have a room there. You’ll stay with me, as my attendant. It will be more comfortable for you there than in the barracks.”

 “Okay. Thanks, Boss.”

 “As for the interrogation of the other prisoner … we’ll see how long my meeting with Masahito takes.”

 Sara leaves without making any arrangements to save her meal. It must not have been that important to her. Heizou puts it out of his mind and focuses on finishing his own food.

 It takes him a while. At this point, he’s more tired than hungry. He wishes he could just push his food away, put his head down on the table, and take a nap. Sara will be upset though, if she returns and finds he disobeyed her orders, So, dutifully, he chokes down the rest of his rice and fish.

 He starts to make his way toward the door, to brave the storm and get to Sara’s room, where hopefully there’s a bit of free space on the floor where he can lay down and sleep while he waits for her, but something catches his eye before he makes it to the exit.

 There’s a shogi board set up at one of the tables off to the side. Some soldiers must have gotten called away midgame. Maybe … maybe something is keeping them from making it back. Heizou feels like he should have an idea what, but he just can’t think of it. More than that, something else is bothering him about the game. He steps closer to take a look at the pieces.

 Something is missing. Something important. Heizou knows this at a glance, but … but looking at the way they’re set up makes sense, even to his tired brain. The king tiles are still on the board, which means the game is still in play. In fact, most of the tiles are there. Only a few pawns have been removed. The game must have just started, but something is wrong with it all the same, and it bothers Heizou more than he can say, and …

 … and his mind feels like it’s filled with cotton again, just like before he picked up Mayu’s Delusion. He can’t think –

 Frantic, Heizou reaches into his pocket, fumbling for it. The moment his fingertips make contact with the gem, ice water floods his veins, surging through him, jolting his brain back to life … and as he stares down at the shogi board, Heizou knows what’s missing.

 When he surrendered his Vision at Doushin headquarters he set it down on top of the shogi board he and Sara were using. They never did finish that game, but in his mind’s eye, Heizou can see it now. More pieces missing than the board before him now, since he and Sara were further into their game, his Vision resting on top of them, glowing pale green, and –

 Heizou lashes out. He sweeps the shogi board, pieces and all, off the table. The sound of tiles clattering is drowned out by thunder from the storm.





13. Chapter 13



 Sara briefs Masahito on her and Heizou’s discoveries. When she finishes, the mood is grim.

 “This changes everything,” Masahito says after taking several moments to contemplate all that she said. “These Delusions have the potential to turn the tides of this war.”

 “I hate to admit this,” Sara tells him, “but I don’t even know where to begin in trying to disrupt the rebels’ supply of them.”

 “Does the specialist that you brought have any ideas?”

 “I haven’t asked yet,” Sara says tersely. “I trust you are aware of Doushin Shikanoin’s situation?”

 “Yes. He is the most recent to have his Vision confiscated. And Father offered it up in atonement for mistakes not made by him.” Masahito’s disapproval flickers through his eyes. He’s a loyal and dutiful son and soldier, but he doesn’t approve of everything that their father and their superiors decide. He might not speak against them, but he is the one leading the fight against the rebellion, and leading their loyal soldiers. He’s seen the lives of far too many of them snuffed out. Sara knows that he quietly grieves each one. Now, he’s probably wondering if he needs to be grieving another one who’s still living.

 “Shikanoin is not at his best right now,” Sara tells Masahito. “I do not know if he is capable of tracking down the Outlanders who are supplying the rebels.”

 “Through no fault of his own.”

 Sara nods, relieved that Masahito is not inclined to blame Heizou for things that are out of his control or ask the impossible of him. “He may be able to. I honestly cannot say. His skills and abilities seem to come and go since he lost his Vision. I thought, when I first received the orders to bring him here for the investigation, that it would be far beyond his current abilities, but he surpassed my expectations immediately. Part of it was pure luck – the welcoming party attacking us having a Delusion wielder was a lead that just dropped in our lap. Part of it was Shikanoin, though. He rose to the occasion and fought wondrously despite his condition. He saved my life and subdued the Delusion wielder. It is possible that the improvement was caused by his life being put in danger –”

 “Which is not something that we will replicate to try and get results.”

 “Agreed.” Takayuki would likely not be so quick to dismiss that as a tactic, but fortunately for Sara and Masahito, he is not here. “He did an excellent job in the interrogation, but his strength and abilities seemed to wane at the end of it. I left him in the mess hall. I hope that some food and rest will help him recover. He did not eat or leave his bed for several days after losing his Vision.”

 “Protocols dictate that the other prisoner be questioned, so the first one’s information can be verified,” Masahito states. “If Shikanoin is not able continue, I can have one of my interrogators see to that.”

 “I will check with him and see how he is feeling. Even if he’s unable to continue, I’ll stand in on the interrogation.”

 “It’s possible that Father might be appeased just by the knowledge you and Shikanoin have gained us already,” Masahito says.

 “Perhaps, but I doubt it.”

 Masahito nods. He knows their father better than anyone. “When the storm is over, we’ll send a messenger pigeon to him. Unless you prefer to fly it back yourself?”

 Sara shakes her head. She may be a tengu, and capable of flight, but there is a limit to her abilities – and she made that journey, as the crow flies, just this morning, in her haste to return to Inazuma City. She can’t make it again so soon. Besides, though she trusts Masahito, she prefers to stay with Heizou and keep an eye on him herself. He’s her responsibility now.

 Not that anyone is doing anything until this storm is over, of course. The ferocity of it, and its suddenness took them by surprise. It’s the sort of storm that tends to last for several days – and those rebels who escaped are likely stuck in it. The men Masahito sent out to search for them staggered back in sometime while Sara and Heizou were interrogating the first prisoner and are now standing by to continue their search as soon as the storm abates, whenever that might be. Sara hopes there’s more information to be gleaned by interrogating more rebels, because she can’t think of anything else to try right now.

 When there is nothing left for Sara and Masahito to discuss, he excuses her and she returns to the camp’s mess hall to see if Heizou is still there. She is not surprised to find that he’s already left, and she snags an onigiri to eat on her way back to her accommodations, where she expects Heizou has retired to. In an encampment like this, there isn’t much in the way of amenities for anyone, but Sara’s rank grants her a private room that’s large enough to sleep at least two. Possibly three, though their bedrolls would overlap slightly. Sara’s never been one to rely on attendants, however, so until now the extra room has always gone unused …

 … and still seems to be going unused, she sees. Heizou isn’t there. So, with a sigh, Sara goes back out into the storm yet again, and hurries to the building where she thinks she has the best chance of finding him – the one where their prisoners are detained.

 She arrives just as Heizou is stepping out of an interrogation room – the one where the second prisoner is being kept.

 “Oh – good timing,” Heizou says as his gaze falls on her. “I just finished up with this one. He confirmed everything Matsuoka said. Unfortunately, he didn’t have anything new intel – they really don’t seem to know too much about the Outlanders who are supplying them. Foolish, of course, accepting gifts from a third party who are funding your war effort out of the apparent goodness of their hearts. I have a few theories on who these mysterious benefactors might be though.”

 “I looked for you in my room in the command hall,” Sara tells him instead of answering. “Where I instructed you to go when you were finished eating.”

 Heizou blinks. “No, you said I could go there if I wanted to rest. But I found my second wind and decided to get a bit more done while I was feeling up to it.”

 Sara frowns and tries to remember her wording, but it was nearly an hour ago, and the exact phrase she used eludes her. “How are you feeling?” she asks instead of arguing.

 “Well enough, at the moment. A little tired. Having a meal helped.”

 He’s lying.

 Sara doesn’t know why that thought runs through her mind – there’s nothing to suggest Heizou isn’t being honest. In fact, all evidence points to that being the truth. He does look mostly okay, just a bit run down, and being ordered to eat dinner was doubtlessly good for his condition … so, Sara mentally shrugs off that stray thought and focuses on the matter at hand.

 “It’s time for you to turn in for the evening,” she tells him, even though it’s actually rather early. The storm makes it seem darker and later than it is, but in normal times she wouldn’t thinking of going to bed, or sending Heizou to bed, for at least another two hours. “You can tell me your theories about the Outlanders supplying the Delusions in my room.”

 They brave the storm once more – for the last time that evening. Sara is thoroughly soaked by the time they reach her room, since she had to venture out into it multiple times in the past quarter of an hour. Heizou is drenched as well, but not quite as bad. Sara frowns as she watches him wring water out of his shirt in the entryway of the command hall.

 “Do you have a change of clothes?”

 Heizou nods.

 “I want you sleeping in dry clothes tonight.” The very last thing she needs is for her charge to catch a chill on top of everything.

 They both end up changing clothes – Heizou first, at Sara’s insistence, then he waits in the hall, just outside the door as Sara peels off her own wet garments and replaces them with dry ones. Then they unroll their bedrolls and sit down on them – not the most formal of meetings, but good enough, all things considered.

 “May I begin?” Heizou asks once they’re both seated.

 Sara nods.

 “Alright. I doubt that you’ll be surprised that the Fatui are at the top of my suspect list –”

 “That is unlikely. Fatui envoys are one of the few groups regularly exempted from the Sakoku Decree. If her Excellency deemed them a threat, then they would not be shown such privilege.”

 Heizou gives her a look that she can’t read. Then he coughs. “Well, they wouldn’t be the first dog to turn around and bite a hand extended in kindness, would they?”

 “I suppose not,” Sara admits, though she doesn’t like the idea of implicating that her Excellency’s judgement could in any way be wrong. At least about something like this.

 “You’ve seen their enforcers,” Heizou says softly. “I don’t know about you, but I don’t think they’re born that way. They’re unnaturally large. Much larger than the Snezhnayan merchants in Ritou – who, incidentally, are quite tight lipped on the subject. I’ve asked them about it. If it was common for people to be that size in Snezhnaya, they’d have no problem admitting it – it would just be fact to them and there’d be no reason for them to try and hide it. Since they’re not willing to speak about it, it means there’s something shady going on behind the scenes. More than that, we have no records of Snezhnayans being that big – no written accounts or stereotypes handed down from even the last generation. The Tsaritsa, or whoever she’s got running the Fatui, have done something to them that made them that way.

 “Then there’s their weapons – guns, hammers, and other armaments that give them access to elemental energy. Not to mention what their Agents and Mirror Maidens have access to.”

 “That’s something that’s never made sense to me,” Sara admits. “They say that the Fatui act with their Archon’s authority, and yet so few of them have Visions.”

 “Uh … that’s because the Archons either don’t or can’t give out Visions.”

 Sara cuts a sharp gaze at her charge. “Be careful, Shikanoin. You’re straying close to blasphemy.”

 “No … it’s logic, Kujou. Visions don’t come from the Archons. Despite what some people believe, there’s not a single shred of evidence to substantiate that theory, and more than a few circumstances pull against it.”

 “No – that’s –”

 “So, tell me then, if our almighty Shogun is the one handing out Visions, why did she suddenly change her mind about letting us keep them?” Heizou asks. “And why are people still receiving Visions in Inazuma? You know there have been a handful who only got their Visions after the Vision Hunt Decree went into effect. None of them have been exempted from it.”

 “I’m sure her Excellency has her reasons …”

 “Then why doesn’t the Tsaritsa have an army of allogenes?” Heizou presses. “The Fatui are her creatures, or so we’ve all been told. I haven’t gone to Zapolyarny Palace myself to verify that she’s the one giving them orders, but everything I’ve read, everyone I’ve talked to who has reason to know about these things all take them as fact. That Snezhnaya’s Archon is the one calling the shots for the Fatui. Beneath her are her Harbingers, but apparently not even all of them have Visions. But why not? And why not hand them out like candy amongst the Fatui, to make them stronger, so they can further her agenda? And she does have an agenda. Here in Inazuma.”

 “I … . I don’t have an answer for you,” Sara admits. “I can’t pretend to comprehend the actions of Archons, but … but I know it to be true that Her Excellency granted my Vision to me.”

 “And decided to let you keep it? Or was it your father who decided that?”

 Sara grits her teeth and can’t meet his eyes. She doesn’t know what to say. Despite his words making some amount of sense – okay, a large amount of sense – she still cannot believe them. They go against everything she’s ever believed –

 “Moving on,” Heizou says mercifully, before the silence stretches on too long, “I’ve also considered, amongst our suspect pool, a faction from Fontaine, who have been rumored to be stirring up trouble in their homeland. What they would be doing here, I don’t have enough information to guess, but the technology or process behind these Delusions could very well be something that Fontaine’s technologies are capable of.

 “The Fontaine dissidents are actually second on my list, but leagues behind the Fatui in terms of how likely I think it is that they’re involved. Everyone else is even further behind them. The Knights of Favonius, for example … I can see them disapproving of her Almightyness’s policies, since apparently they love freedom, and my sources do tell me that the majority of them have embarked on an expedition to parts unknown, so they could be active here … but they have no motive, really. It’s never been their way to interfere in other nations’ policies.

 “I’ve also considered that this could be some new Treasure Hoarder thing, but it doesn’t track for a Treasure Hoarder plot. They’re not known for long cons that involve investing a lot of resources.

 “If we’re just looking for where the Delusions could have come from, Sumeru’s Akademiya could have someone capable of creating them, but I imagine they’d be marked as contraband quite quickly, considering their side effects –”

 “What about an individual party from Fontaine?” Sara asks. “Not necessarily one from that faction you mentioned, but I’m told they are required to produce results if they accept grant money for developing any invention or taking part in any venture. Could this be an individual trying to recoup money invested in a failed product?”

 “Not a bad idea,” says Heizou, “but if it is, your guy’s sinking an awful lot of resources into this for someone trying to get back to even.”

 “Oh. True,” Sara admits grudgingly. She remembers now why she never particularly liked Heizou. Because, though he is a dutiful member of the Tenryou Commission for the most part, he always seems to be a step ahead of everyone else. She doesn’t like feeling inferior. She doesn’t think anyone does. To be fair, Heizou doesn’t tend to flaunt his intellect. He’s actually known for being kind, the few barbs he’s thrown at Sara notwithstanding. To be completely honest, Sara probably deserves more than a bit of his enmity.

 Even so, she doesn’t like how he just so casually makes her feel like she’s a step behind him and he’s waiting for her to catch up.

 “I think the logical next step is for me to go undercover in enemy territory, alone.”

 “What? Absolutely not!”

 Like him or not, Sara’s promised to look after him. She’s not going to let him disappear into enemy territory, pretending to be one of them, when he’s weak from spending whole days in bed without food, and his mental condition seems to fluctuate so drastically.

 “Then what do you suggest?”

 “We wait for the storm to end, for starters,” Sara tells him. “We see if our soldiers manage to capture the rebels who escaped from the beach. That’s where we start. Then we go from there.”

 “We’re counting on our soldiers managing to find them, and on them knowing something that the two prisoners we have now didn’t know. That’s far more likely to lead to a dead end than what I suggested.”

 “And your way is far more likely to lead to you dead, period, than what I suggested,” Sara returns.

 “That’s true,” Heizou admits.

 “Don’t say that so calmly, like you don’t even care!”

 “Sorry, I didn’t mean to,” Heizou says. “I was just acknowledging you were right about that. But I still think that mine is the course of action that is far more likely to yield results.”

 “It’s a risk I’m not willing to take. You’re not expendable.”

 Heizou snorts.

 “You’re not,” Sara insists, “and I promised to protect you on this mission. I’m not about to let you run headlong into enemy territory, Shikanoin. Especially not …”

 “Not?” Heizou asks when she doesn’t pick up that thought.

 “We don’t know how you’ll be feeling tomorrow or the day after,” Sara reminds him.

 “Oh, right. The brain fog might set in again and make me useless.”

 “You’re not useless –”

 “Like that I am.”

 “ – and even if you were, you’re still a respected member of the Doushin and Tenryou Commission – ”

 “Right up until I resign.”

 “There will be work here for you if you want it, no matter … no matter how you end up being. Whether your mental acuity returns completely, or whether you have phases of clarity alternating with phases of brain fog … or even if your mental acuity leaves you again altogether … you have a place in the Tenryou Commission if you want it,” Sara tells him. “I personally guarantee it. I’ll reassign you as my attendant permanently if there’s no other role you can fulfil anymore. So, if this sudden desire to leave the safety of the encampment and head into war torn, disputed territory is because you think –”

 “It’s not,” Heizou tells her. “I wasn’t trying to get myself killed. I really did think it was the most likely way to get results – and I still do … but you are right. About us not knowing how I’ll be feeling tomorrow, or next week, or even from one hour to the next. I’ll try to think of something else.”

 “You’ve had a long day,” Sara says. “Why don’t we end this discussion for the night and get some sleep? We’ll see if there’s been any change in the weather tomorrow … or maybe you can interrogate the prisoners again, to see if there’s some detail we missed today.”

 Heizou nods and lays down on his bedroll. He wraps his blanket tightly around him, then rolls onto his side, so his back is to Sara. Then he makes an odd movement, like he’s shivering.

 “Are you cold?” Sara asks.

 “I’m alright,” Heizou says, though that’s technically not a negative answer to Sara’s question, and she doesn’t believe him anyway.

 She removes the spare blanket from her own bedroll and drapes it over him, then lays back down.

 “Thank you.”

 “You’re welcome.”

 “Not just for the blanket, but for what you just said … I still plan to retire, though. I think you’d regret it if I became your personal attendant. I’d drive you insane.”

 “I don’t believe I would regret doing my best to right the wrongs done to you. However much you might annoy me at times.”

 Heizou is quiet for several moments. Sara hopes that he’s considering her offer.

 “Good night, Kujou,” he says finally.

 “Good night, Shikanoin.”

 

 The next morning, when she awakens, Heizou is nowhere to be found.





14. Chapter 14



 Kazuha’s bluff works well. He went into the conversation with his fellow Resistance fighters not knowing anything except that something wrong was happening and they knew what. By the time the conversation ends, he knows everything they do.

 Unfortunately, the knowledge doesn’t make him happy. At all.

 These people … he wants to call them stupid, and some of them certainly are. Others, though, are desperate, and Kazuha can understand desperation. Even so … they should have known better. On some level, Kazuha knows that they did know better. The adage of something sounding too good to be true is the oldest cautionary tale in the book, but as Heizou always says, that’s how they get you. They make it sound too good to pass up, and people walk willingly into the net.

 After they finish talking, an awkward silence settles over the group. Kazuha sighs. They’re in for a very not fun few days, he knows. This storm is going to last for quite a while. He’ll listen carefully to the wind, hoping for a lull that will let them move, but in the meantime, they’re going to have to stay put. With limited rations and water, and already low moral that’s going to be … fun.

 In the end, Kazuha decides on the diplomatic approach to dealing with this particularly dim group of Resistance fighters. Berating them will only make his time stuck with them far worse … not to mention it could occur to them that perhaps they told him too much, and they would fare better if they just got rid of him. Which would cause a lot of unpleasantness for Kazuha. He hates having to turn his blade against people who are supposed to be on his side.

  “Thank you for telling me,” he says finally. “This information is going to be vital to Her Excellency. If there are others amongst our ranks who have been given such volatile weapons, she needs to be made aware immediately. She’ll want to assess these new weapons and see if there are ways to ensure they can be used safely – and if not, put a protocol into place to minimize the damage when they turn foul. If a healer had been on hand while the Delusion was causing Mayu’s mental state to deteriorate, then maybe this tragedy would not have happened.”

 Kazuha doesn’t really believe that. Not unless said healer was prepared to punch Mayu in the face and pry the Delusion out of her selfish, greedy hands. No need to let these people know that, though. It’s better for them to think of themselves as messengers delivering crucial information to their leader instead of negligent soldiers who withheld said information and got others killed. Their relief is palpable though, which is what matters most to Kazuha right now.

 “As for our current situation … this storm is not going to let up anytime soon. There may be a lull in which we can move, but we would need to make tracks toward another location that is sheltered from the elements rather than directly toward Nazuchi Beach.”

 “There’s a ship on Nazuchi Beach we could shelter in,” says a man named Maitaro.

 “That ship could be swept away by this storm,” Kazuha tells him. “Either before or after we made it there. Our best bet, if we’re able to move, is to seek our next shelter in Tataratsuna, around the Mikage Furnace.”

 He anticipates the collective cringe that the group gives – and the protests they voice.

 “But that whole area is cursed.”

 “The very air there is poisonous.”

 “Not everywhere,” Kazuha tells them. “There are safe places to hide there. I’ve used them before. One of them is near a steam that’s safe to drink from, and there are several sheltered foraging spots.” Water, he knows, is going to be the biggest problem where they are now. Once they get moving, and away from the coast, their clothes will get soaked with rainwater, which they can wring from them to drink if they need to, but here, so close to the ocean, the storm is splashing so much saltwater into the air that any water they try to drink on this island will do more harm than good. “Either way, we should rest for now. Conserving our energy will help us conserve what rations and water we have. I’ll let you know if it becomes safe to move.”

 “Your Vision is what lets you know this?” asks one of his comrades whose name Kazuha hasn’t caught yet.

 “No,” Kazuha tells her politely, despite the slight edge of jealousy in her voice. “I have always been attuned to nature – specifically to the wind. Though, to be completely honest, it was only after I attained my Vision that people who didn’t know me well began putting faith in my weather predictions.”

 “And you let them?”

 “I’m not sure what you mean by that. I wanted them to believe my warnings about ill weather before I had a Vision, just as much as I did after. I’d hardly argue against them being more accepting. Isn’t it those people who decided to treat me differently after I became an allogene?”

 A slightly sullen silence follows. Kazuha takes note that that woman in particular is itching to pick a fight, or at least discredit him for having a Vision. It’s funny how many of the people who are defending allogenes’ right to keep their Visions are just as jealous of them as the people who want the Shogun to take them away. No wonder their hidden enemies were able to sow Delusions so easily amongst the Resistance’s ranks. Kazuha will have to speak with Beidou about this as soon as he can, to make sure that the Crux never succumbs so easily to this pitfall.

 He’s glad when the conversation never resumes. The other Resistance fighters opt to take his advice and rest, though many of them doubtlessly harbor a similar vein of resentment. Kazuha is happy enough to let it go, though. He has other things to worry about.

 Like Heizou. And how the Resistance fighters Kazuha saved suspect that Heizou and Sara have Mayu’s Delusion. If it’s a tossup between the two of them for who took possession of it, Kazuha knows who he’s putting his money on.

 Heizou looked fine as he was leading those prisoners away. A far cry from the way he looked last time Kazuha saw him. For there to be such a drastic improvement in less than a week … unless the Shogun changed her mind and gave Heizou his Vision back, Kazuha would bet anything that Heizou now has Mayu’s Delusion … and that whether he knows it or not, it’s affecting him.

 No. Of course Heizou knows it’s affecting him. It doesn’t take a mind as sharp as his to realize the drastic change in his condition that simply picking that gem up caused.

 The real question is whether or not Kujou Sara knows he has it? And what she intends to do about it, if she does? Kazuha has the feeling that there’s no question what Heizou is going to do.

 Worst of all … Kazuha doesn’t know if there’s any way he can help him. What can he do? Write to Kujou Sara and tell her what he knows? Ask her nicely to confiscate the Delusion from Heizou, knowing what sort of state Heizou will be left in if she does? Heizou’s no fool. He’s going to know that the Delusion is too good to be true. That there has to be some drawback or consequence to using it. Presumably he saw what happened to Mayu on the beach. Even if he lost consciousness, he has two prisoners. Kazuha doesn’t doubt that he’ll get them talking and soon learn all that they know. Even after learning, Kazuha doesn’t see him willingly giving up the Delusion now. Not if he remembers the state he was in before he got his hands on it.

 There’s no solution to this problem, Kazuha realizes. At least no solution in which Heizou is ultimately okay. Only hard choices to make that will all end in tears.

 


 

 Heizou knows that when Sara next sees him, he’s going to get it. He’s no stranger to his bad behavior and the consequences of his actions catching up to him, however. He’s always been an ask for forgiveness rather than permission type of guy, and more often than not, his results are so good that he gets off far lighter than he should. Everyone loves a bad idea when it works, after all.

 And setting off in the middle of a raging storm is, in fact, a bad idea, Heizou is forced to concede. He’s soaked to the skin before he even gets out of camp, and his plan of jumping off the cliff that the Kujou Encampment is set on, and gliding as far as he can gets derailed pretty damn quick. The wind tears at his windglider the moment it unfurls, and buffets him off course. He’s forced to fold his wings and drop, unfurling them again closer to the ground, just long enough to slow his descent. Then he twists into a plunging attack to safely get the rest of the way down.

 He lands on a mirror of cryo, surprising even himself. He hadn’t intended to call on the Delusion’s power … but it seemed to react to his intent anyway. Heizou realizes, belatedly, that he reflexively tried to use the Vision he no longer has, which would have blurred the lines between his physical form and the element he once commanded. In the absence of his anemo Vision, his cryo Delusion seems to have kicked in.

 “Whoops.” He can barely hear his own voice over the rush of wind and cracks of thunder. Mindful of how dangerous current conditions are, Heizou gets moving. He has a mission to accomplish … officially. More or less. Then, he has his own agenda as well.

 His answers, he is fairly certain, lie with the foreigners who are smuggling these Delusions into the country. The Fatui, he is almost positive, despite what Sara believes. Either way, he intends to find these suppliers and ask them a few questions, and his intuition tells him that they’ll be rearing their heads in the Resistance’s territory after this storm clears up.

 It makes sense. They’re posing as supply smugglers and this storm will likely shut them down for however long it lasts – and storms this violent, Heizou knows, tend to last at least a day or two. After they’ve passed, people are always keen to restock, even if they barely used any of their supplies and wouldn’t have gone to buy more during the days the storm was happening, even if the storm hadn’t happened. It’s just human nature, Heizou supposes. Most of his intuition is simply being aware of how other people act and think.

 He hopes that the Fatui have a perfected form of the Delusion that doesn’t backlash or warp one’s personality. He figures that the odds of them existing are a little less than 50/50. Even if they don’t, the Fatui are likely the only ones who can tell him if there are ways to use the Delusion safely.

 Heizou has actually developed a few theories about how the Delusions work on his own. They’re based only on his encounter with Mayu, and his personal experience with a Vision, so he doesn’t know how accurate they are, but he did notice during their fight just how much cryo Mayu was using.

 Allogenes’ elemental abilities are limited, Heizou knows firsthand. They can only summon so much of their element at a time. There are a few exceptions – catalyst users being the main one, but Heizou’s heard of other allogenes who get around elemental limitations. Lady Kamisato is the first to come to mind. She can summon a nearly unlimited amount of cryo into her blade, at the expense of a bit of stamina to get it started, by spinning and cloaking herself in cryo. Similarly, catalyst users sacrifice awareness of quite a bit of what’s around them to channel their element through their catalyst, and attack with it independently of the special skills they develop.

 Mayu, on the other hand, seemed to be using cryo almost nonstop – using her elemental skills nonstop. Something that people who wield Visions can’t do. So, in Heizou’s mind, that begets the question – what exactly was she sacrificing for all that power?

 The most obvious answer, to anyone who saw the shape she was, and ended up in, is her youth. Her energy, her lifeforce … there are any number of debates about all those terms for the energy which powers life, and whether or not they’re interchangeable. Heizou’s not exactly looking to settle any of those arguments, but what happened to Mayu does make him wish he’d paid a bit more attention to their nuances.

 Heizou’s sigh is lost in the storm as he hurries along, skirting high water and areas where electro is building up as a precursor of a lightning strike. It seems too easy for the solution to his problem to simply be “don’t use elemental power incessantly.” That might very well be a large part of what could keep a Delusion wielder alive – and Heizou has the feeling that the Fatui weren’t exactly keen to spread the word about that strategy, since they like to go around being jerks as a hobby … but there’s also the problem of potential personality changes. Heizou’s not sure if he’s experiencing them already, or if his fits of anger are just the frustration that anyone in his situation would naturally experience. Or if Mayu’s personality changes were caused by the Delusion, or by the fact that she let her newly acquired power go to her head.

 He’s going to find out, though. Then he’ll decide where to go from there.

 At least that’s the plan … but as the night stretches on, and Heizou keeps moving, he can’t help but feel like he doesn’t know quite where he’s going right now.

 Not only is it dark, but the storm is changing the landscape. The surf is higher than it normally is, thanks to the storm surge, meaning that the regular coastline is underwater … including a great many stretches of beach. It’s only when Heizou sees waves crashing against a tree and breaking over grass that he actually realizes … he may have already gone past Nazuchi Beach. That Nazuchi Beach might be completely underwater right now.

 That tidal flat has been the site of a great many battles of late. Sangonomiya knows what she’s doing, keeping the Shogun’s forces from seizing it and pushing further west. It’s the only easy route for an army on foot to travel further west from the Tataratsuna region. Which Heizou realizes he’s wandered quite deep into as he catches sight of a Thunderhelm Lawchurl sheltering in a shallow cave. He doesn’t remember one of those on the normal route to Nazuchi Beach and gives it as wide a berth as he can.

 Well, if Nazuchi Beach is underwater then Heizou’s gone as far as he can for the moment. He knows better than to try to cross a flooded area in the middle of a storm, or even after a storm, if the water is moving too swiftly. He doesn’t feel like getting swept out to sea and drowning today.

 He’s made good progress though. As soon as the storm breaks, he’ll be in a good position to proceed. So, for the moment, Heizou looks for somewhere to take shelter and wait it out.

 His search for a cave of his own is put on hold, however, when he hears a shout. For a moment, Heizou wonders, wildly, if he actually caught up to the rebels from the beach who managed to escape … but then a group comes into view.

 They’re gathered around a broken bridge … or maybe a pulled-up drawbridge. Heizou would have to inspect it closer to be sure, but there’s not exactly time for that right now. Because the outfits of the group make it clear who the majority of them are. One amongst the group is a Kairagi – a Dancing Thunder Kairagi, Heizou thinks, but the rain and night wash out the colors and make it difficult to tell. There only seems to be one, thankfully. With him though are several other ronin, as well as a couple of Treasure Hoarders. Not an unusual alliance, these days. The one they’re facing down though …

 He’s dressed in the Inazuman style, but oddly. His clothes are old fashioned, including his large sloping hat. Said hat isn’t doing much to shelter him from the rain right now, with all the wind – two pieces of fabric flap wildly from the back of it, giving him a rather undignified appearance. Yet he faces down the group that’s clearly amassed against him.

 It’s pretty obvious who the bad guys are here. Which is why Heizou wastes no time hurrying to the lone youth’s side, to face down these enemies beside him.

 “Need a hand?” Heizou asks, and can tell that his arrival startles the other youth. His head snaps toward Heizou, eyes narrowed … and Heizou is suddenly struck with a sense of recognition. He’s seen this face before. But where?

 No matter. The ragtag group of bandits before them aren’t happy to see Heizou. A fight between them and Hatboy was a foregone conclusion before his appearance. Now their anger at having a second opponent just escalates the timetable.

 There’s just enough time for Hatboy to give a rather caustic laugh before the ronin draw their swords … and the skirmish begins.

 

 





15. Chapter 15



 It feels good to fight.

 Heizou noticed that on the beach too, when he and Sara were facing those rebels. Even before he picked up Mayu’s Delusion. His Delusion now.

 Nothing like a struggle to stay alive to kick his survival instincts back into gear.

 One would think that Heizou would be at a disadvantage, facing down armed enemies with no physical weapon of his own, save for his jitte which is a purely defensive instrument. One would be right, of course. Having range almost always gives a fighter an advantage in a fight. Heizou goes into fights knowing this, however. The training that his father drilled into him until it was second nature acts as one hell of an equalizer, while his enemies’ surprise often tips the scales in Heizou’s favor. They never expect him to get up inside their guard and strike them hard enough to crack bones.

 When he had his Vision, Heizou could call on it to augment his attacks. Now he focuses hard on not using his Delusion, even accidentally. It’s all his own physical strength that he’s using against his enemies – and he’s winning.

 Hatboy is holding his own too. He’s fighting open handed, much like Heizou is, though their styles are completely different. Hatboy’s from a meaner school than Heizou, Heizou sees immediately. While Heizou is cracking ribs, and fracturing the occasional shin to incapacitate his enemies, Hatboy is splattering their noses across their faces and handing out compound fractures like festival candy.

 Heizou doesn’t actually disapprove. Any of his friends who carry live weapons would be doing just as bad, if not worse – or so he thinks, right before watching Hatboy break the Kairagi’s neck with his bare hands. Not that his earlier thoughts are any less true. Sara shoots to injure rather than kill when she can, but that’s not always an option, and it’s not like she hasn’t bloodied her hands plenty in this war. Even Kazuha is forced to kill now and then too, in defense of himself and others. As for Heizou … well, even as he turns his attention back to the foes he’s facing, he grabs the knife that’s stabbed toward his abdomen and twists it sharply so the blade is facing the Treasure Hoarder who’s wielding it … and he does nothing to stop the man’s forward momentum that carries him right onto the blade, dealing him a wound similar to the one he planned to give Heizou.

 He feels a jolt of guilt at the sight of blood on the Treasure Hoarder’s lips. He knew when he didn’t stop the man from lunging onto his own blade that he was signing the man’s death warrant, but –

 SNAP

 Heizou doesn’t exactly see what happens, but the next thing he knows, Hatboy is behind the Treasure Hoarder, and the outlaw is crumpling to the ground, dead.

 “Finish what you start,” Hatboy tells him, then turns to another of Heizou’s fallen enemies – this one only unconscious – and stomps down on his throat. And suddenly he is no longer unconscious, but dead as well.

 “I really don’t think that’s necessary,” Heizou tells him. He should feel worse about this than he does, he knows, but that jolt of guilt he felt moments ago was just that – a jolt. As he looks down at the corpses Hatboy just created, he can’t feel much in the way of emotions at all. Just a sort of cold acceptance that they were enemies … and now the other man is nothing.

 “Thinking like that will get you killed,” Hatboy tells him. “So will jumping into fights for random strangers. I don’t remember asking for your help.”

 “You’re welcome,” Heizou tells him.

 Hatboy stares at him. His expression twitches slightly, like he’s not sure whether to be amused or enraged, though Heizou’s not sure why he would be angry about the assistance. Maybe it’s Heizou’s flippancy that’s getting on his nerves.

 “You’re an imbecile.”

 “So I’m told.” Heizou rubs a hand across his brow, diverting some of the rainwater that’s dripping into his eyes. “Either way, I have to insist that you stop killing these men. We’ll tie them up. When the survivors wake, I need to interrogate them.”

 The local bad element tends to be well informed of what other local factions are up to in Heizou’s experience. Maybe he should have suggested to Sara that they just round up a bunch of them and squeeze them for intel … well, it’s too late for that now, but not too late to question at least some of these bandits.

 “Interrogate them. Ha.” Hatboy sounds amused. “I take it you’re one of the Shogun’s people.”

 “More or less. I don’t really care if you’re not though, as long as you don’t mean harm to people who don’t deserve it.”

 “And who deserves it in this day and age?” Hatboy asks.

 “Good question.” Heizou sighs. “Just refrain from killing anyone I need to question for now, okay?”

 Hatboy studies him from beneath the brim of his umbrella-like hat, then rolls his eyes, which Heizou takes for assent.

 Heizou then tries to summon his pack, which contains his handcuffs and extra rope. He does so purely out of instinct, but nothing happens. For a moment, he’s confused. Then he remembers, or rather realizes … his Delusion must not work the same way as his Vision. With another sigh, he wipes off his jitte (not that that does much good since it’s still pouring down rain) and reattaches it to his belt, then he goes to unfurl his insignia rope.

 “Wait … that jitte … and your uniform … Are you a Doushin?” Hatboy asks suddenly. “More specifically, are you that Doushin?”

 “That Doushin?”

 “The one who lost his Vision.”

 It might be a coincidence … but right as Hatboy speaks that last line, lightning crackles behind him … and all of a sudden, Heizou knows why he looks familiar. He’s seen that face before …

 Hatboy must see it in his eyes when realization strikes Heizou, because his scornful curiosity turns to malevolent glee, and he lunges forward, going on the attack.

 Heizou barely has time to dodge.

 “Who are you?!” Heizou shouts, pivoting out of the way of Hatboy’s second attack, then blocking his next strike with his forearm. “Why do you have her face?!”

 “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

 “I would!” Heizou spits out, and launches his own offensive – fast strikes, all of which are blocked by Hatboy with ease. “And you’re going to tell me!”

 He ends his combo with a kick that Hatboy doesn’t see coming – a kick imbued with cryo, which, in this rain, freezes him momentarily – but only momentarily.

 Hatboy shakes off the frozen effect in less than a second, and starts laughing maliciously. “Oh, you are an interesting one. Visionless for less than a week, and you already found a Delusion to replace it?”

 “What do you know about Delusions?!”

 “Quite a bit, actually,” Hatboy tells him, “beings that I’m the one responsible for them being – Whoa!”

 Heizou’s cryo-infused fist narrowly misses his face.

 “That was a close one!”

 “Who are you?” Heizou demands. “You’re related to the Shogun, that much is clear –”

 “And yet you attack me,” Hatboy says, gesturing toward himself. “Knowing that I have some relation to her. Not something one would expect of one of the Shogun’s dogs.”

 “When I said more or less, I meant less rather than more,” Heizou snaps. “I just had no reason to clarify then.”

 “Interesting.” Hatboy catches Heizou’s fist when he goes on the attack again. “I don’t suppose you have any interest in full out mutiny?”

 Heizou headbutts him. Right in the nose. He doesn’t actually expect it to work, but Hatboy isn’t expecting that. He releases Heizou and stumbles back. Miraculously, his nose isn’t broken … which it really should be. Heizou knows his own strength and technique. Even weakened, as he currently is, from half a week of lying in bed, not eating, that headbutt should have broken Hatboy’s nose. Instead … instead it left a cut on Heizou’s forehead.

 Definitely not human, then, Heizou mentally catalogs as Hatboy laughs – then starts circling him.

 “I have no love for the Shogun, it’s true,” Heizou grimly tells his foe, “but the Fatui are worse.”

 “Are you so sure they’re not one in the same anymore?”

 “Explain.”

 “When you could figure it out on your own? Where’s the fun of that?”

 “Any other day, I’d agree. But I’ve got a few things going on right now.”

 “In that case, how about I give you a clue? The Shogun your commission worships so? She’s nothing more than a puppet.”

 “Of the Fatui?” Heizou asks, for clarification.

 Hatbastard laughs maliciously.

 “Wait …” something is pulling at the back of Heizou’s mind. Maybe it’s because of the location, because he knows the local legends of the Tataratsuna region. Specifically the ones about … “Or a kabukimono?”

 Hatbastard’s expression darkens. “I did not expect you to actually make that connection,” he states. Then he goes back on the attack.

 He lunges forward violently, and suddenly it’s all Heizou can do to defend himself. No thinking, only reacting on instinct, blocking, pivoting, dodging, trying not to get pummeled anywhere that’s going to hurt too bad, and weaken him too much. Every hit Hatbastard lands feels like a blow from a battering ram. Even blocking his attacks leave the beginnings of bruises that Heizou’s not sure he’ll be alive to actually wear on his skin. He’s outmatched and he knows it. Maybe on a good day, at normal strength, he’d have a chance at a lucky shot – one good combination of hits landed can change the course of any fight, after all … but not today. Not weakened from days of starving himself, after losing his Vision. Not while wielding an unfamiliar, potentially volatile replacement in its stead.

 So, Heizou does the only thing he can do that will actually give him a chance of winning this encounter. He takes the fight to the ground.

 It’s always risky, dragging someone down to the mats – or the rain-soaked earth, as the case is this time. It’s a desperate gamble, and even people who have trained in fighting on the ground, like Heizou, never truly have the advantage, but it’s all he can think of, and it takes Hatbastard by surprise. When Heizou twists just enough so Hatbastard’s punch toward his chest glances off his shoulder instead, it gives him the opening he needs. He surges forth, getting his foot between both of Hatbastard’s, hooking one of the bastard’s ankles out from beneath him, and, gripping him by his ugly weird clothes, then goes down on top of him, hard.

 “Gah!” Hatbastard’s yelp of surprise is music to Heizou’s ears, and the glimpse he gets of his stupid hat flying away in the wind leaves a thoroughly satisfying taste on his tongue. There’s no time to bask in it though. He presses his attack while he can, smashing his elbow into Hatbastard’s face repeatedly, doing his utmost to break his nose, or split his eyebrow, or crack the unyielding medium that he realizes Hatbastard has instead of skin. He really isn’t human, though … and it all amounts to nothing once Hatbastard recovers enough to shove Heizou off him, rolling so that Heizou is the one on his back, him on top of Heizou.

 Heizou does manage to use the momentum against him, continuing the roll so that he’s on top again, before Hatbastard can do more than slug him in the face once. Then he makes what he knows is going to be his last ditch effort – a final strike, imbued with as much cryo as he can muster … but as expected, it’s not enough. Hatbastard shakes off the frozen effect again, then rolls on top of him once more. The blow he lands to Heizou’s temple leaves him limp and seeing stars as he waits for it all to end.

 To his surprise … the end doesn’t come. He lays there dazed for … minutes? Hours? His vision is slow to clear, but when it does, his eyes struggle to focus on Hatbastard, crouched beside him now, rather than on top of him … his stupid hat back on his head, and an unreadable expression on his face.

 “Are you ready to give up yet?” Heizou asks him, because he can’t think of a single other thing to say.

 Hatbastard gives a callous laugh, then reaches down to tap on his chest. “You have heart. I’ll give you that much.”

 “Not for much longer, I suspect. You took it back, didn’t you? The Delusion?” Heizou can feel its absence when he concentrates. He’s not as cold as he was a few minutes ago, and things seem just a little less clear. That could technically be because he just took another headwound, or a couple more headwounds, but … Heizou knows. He just does. He has the feeling that the only reason he can think semi-coherently now is because the Delusion is still in close proximity to him and hasn’t been … unassigned from him, or severed from his soul, or whatever it was that the Shogun did with his actual Vision. Once Hatbastard takes it away, that will change. Once Heizou can’t call on its powers to aid him anymore.

 Hatbastard holds up the blue gem, confirming what Heizou already knew. “I don’t suppose you’d be willing to tell me how you managed to get ahold of one of these? And only days after losing your Vision, to boot?”

 “I took it off a woman who was trying to kill me,” Heizou answers honestly, because why not at this point? “The moment I touched it, all of a sudden, I could think again. So, naturally, I hung onto it.”

 “So, you don’t know what these things do to a person?”

 “Oh, I know,” Heizou tells him. “I’m a detective – or at least I was. When I could think. Anything that sounds too good to be true obviously is. I knew even before I sweet talked the other rebels into telling me all about it that it wasn’t some magic cure for my condition. I knew this wasn’t going to end well for me … and here we are.”

 He waits then … for Hatbastard to end him. Or speak.

 It’s a long wait … and not a pleasant one either. The rain is cold. Maybe not as cold as it was when he was in possession of the Delusion, but still uncomfortable. It stings all the cuts and abrasions he picked up this fight. Those should be the least of his worries, he knows, but they hurt all the same.

 “What if I meant what I said, when I asked if you were interested in mutiny?” Hatbastard asks finally.

 “Then I’d have to repeat what I told you earlier. I’m no loyal dog to the Shogun. Not anymore. But the Fatui are far worse.”

 “You say that even after what she did to you?” Hatbastard’s voice takes on an edge.

 “Yeah. I do.” Heizou sighs and closes his eyes. “So, if it’s all the same to you, I think I’m ready for it to end now. I … I’m just really tired.”

 “Imbecile,” Hatbastard tells him.

 Then he places the Delusion on Heizou’s chest. Right over his heart.

 Heizou’s eyes fly open at the frigid touch, right before Hatbastard calls on the Delusion’s power, activating it, and freezing Heizou in place – and freezing the Delusion to Heizou. His vision immediately blurs as his eyes frost over, as the raindrops solidify on his skin, briefly imprisoning him as he struggles to shake it off.

 “There’s a cave behind you. Climb and you’ll find a tent with a fireplace. So you don’t freeze to death.” Hatbastard’s voice reaches him, even in his icy prison. “Idiot.”

 By the time Heizou shakes the frozen effect off, though, Hatboy is gone.


 

Admit it. You’ve wanted to see Heizou and Scaramouche rolling on the ground, trying to beat the crap out of each other since Scara was announced as an anemo catalyst too. What? No?  Just me? :P





16. Chapter 16



 Heizou doesn’t know what to do.

 It’s an increasingly familiar feeling, but no less frustrating just because he’s growing used to it.

 In the interest of surviving, though, he does take that hat wearing bastard’s advice and seeks shelter in the cave he finds behind him. He even finds the campsite Hatboy told him about. Remarkably, it’s sheltered and dry, and even has a firepit with a cookpot over it, with wood just waiting to be lit. Heizou knows he should be extremely grateful to find someplace as nice as this to rest but … he just feels so defeated.

 It’s never a good feeling knowing you were completely at someone’s mercy. That they could have killed you, but didn’t. That is exactly what Heizou doesn’t need on top of everything else he’s dealing with, but … yeah.

 Despite what he said earlier, when he thought that the only thing left for him to do was to face his end with dignity, Heizou doesn’t want to die. He especially doesn’t want to die of hypothermia … which he knows he very well might in the end because of his cryo Delusion. He takes efforts to make sure that doesn’t happen, at least not tonight.

 So, he strips off his wet clothes and wrings as much water from them as he can. He uses the camp’s tinder pouch to light a fire, and he huddles by it, and doesn’t try to suppress his shivering. It’s a natural reaction to the cold – his body’s way of trying to warm itself. He considers setting his Delusion aside, because it definitely is affecting his ability to warm up … but right now Heizou needs to think.

 He tries to mentally organize the information he just gained, but it’s not easy. Not because of the damage done to his mind when his Vision was taken, since he has his Delusion close at hand, but because what he learned just seems so bizarre.

 Heizou didn’t get actual confirmation that the Fatui are responsible for the Delusions being distributed in Inazuma in so many words, now that he thinks about it. Hatboy didn’t deny it though. He was always maliciously amused when Heizou brought the Fatui up, however, and didn’t deny being a part of them. It wouldn’t hold up as evidence in court, but it’s more than good enough for Heizou to be certain who their enemies are. Or at least, who is supplying the Delusions.

 The implications of what Hatboy said though, about the Shogun being a puppet … Those are disturbing, no matter how you look at them. Heizou still doesn’t know exactly what he meant by that – if he meant she was a puppet figuratively or literally, but the implications of either are pretty horrible.

 Then there’s Hatboy himself, who has the Shogun’s face. Is he a puppet? An actual puppet, like a kabukimono? Or a relative of the Shogun who is working against her?

 If Heizou had to guess … he’d probably say that Hatboy is the former. When he headbutted Hatboy, it should have broken that bastard’s nose. Even if he was a youkai. He doesn’t know what kind of yokai the Shogun is, but he knows even Archons can be injured or killed. The rumors from across the sea about what happened to the Geo Archon serve as proof of that.

 There are too many missing pieces to solve this puzzle, Heizou finally concludes. The only things he’s sure of are that the Fatui are responsible for the Delusions being in Inazuma, and that the Raiden Shogun is either playing into their hands or working for them directly.

 None of this information will be well received if he returns to the Kujou Encampment. Sara might believe him if he lies and tells her he fought a Fatuus, who confessed about the Delusions before he got away, but if he tries to tell her, in any way, that the Shogun is a puppet, she’ll probably have him arrested for treason. Or maybe just have him forcibly retired for medical reasons, make him see a mind doctor, and give him a firm warning to keep his stupid mouth shut. She’s gotten soft on him since he lost his Vision.

 Heizou sighs as he realizes that he’s run up against the wall that he was always, inevitably, going to hit. The limitations of his abilities to help anyone as a member of the Tenryo Commission have been reached. He can give them the information they need, but they’ll bury the most important part of it. Possibly bury him along with it, if he’s unlucky. Not that Heizou has much longer anyway. Not as himself, at least.

 He realizes that in the near future one of two things is going to happen. The first being, that he is going to lose his Delusion. Someone will figure out that he has it and take it from him, and then he’s going to sink back into the sea of his brain fog and never be able to climb back out of it. The second thing that might happen is just as likely, and that is that his Delusion will kill him.

 If he has a choice, he’s going with the second option. He’ll push it back as long as he can, and hold onto himself and his morals as much as he can, but he’s under no illusions that he can put it off forever.

 So, what to do with the time he has left?

 Heizou closes his eyes, and clenches his Delusion to his chest, and casts his mind out, trying to figure out an answer. Trying to remember every detail from the past few days, everything that’s happened since this whole mess started, anything that might help him do some last little bit of good before he burns out – or freezes his own heart, as the case may very well be.

 Then his eyes fly open as suddenly, he has it. The solution to his problems.

 His mind made up, Heizou stands and steps away from the warmth of the fire. He tucks away his Delusion, glides down to the cliff to the bottom of the cave, then strides back out into the storm.

 


 

 It’s just plain bad luck that Beidou sent Kazuha off to sus out whatever Watatsumi’s troops are hiding from their leader (or at least from the Crux) the same day that a freak storm rolls in. This storm truly was out of nowhere, so even if he’d been around, Kazuha might not have been able to give them much advance notice, but any extra time at all would have been helpful.

 Most of the fleet is stationed off Watatsumi Island. While Beidou would have preferred to take them to calmer seas to wait out this mess, she’s fairly certain the other ships will be okay. The storm swept up from the south and is moving northeast. Watatsumi Island should have missed the worst of it. The Alcor had the misfortune to be off the north shore of Yashiori Island. When she realized just how bad this squall was going to get, Beidou sailed her ship to Yashiori’s western coast and into a sheltered inlet. Normally the inlet is inaccessible to a ship the size of the Alcor, but with the storm surge, the waters are far deeper than normal, letting them sail right in. South of the ruins of Higi village, it’s surrounded by high cliffs that will shield them from the worst of the storm. She doubts that they need to worry about the Shogun’s forces finding them and mounting an attack in this weather, but sets a round-the-clock watch anyway, because she knows better than to be complacent – and because she doesn’t ask her crew to do anything she herself won’t do, Beidou puts herself in the rotation.

 That’s why she’s on deck the morning after moving the Alcor into the inlet – the second day of the storm – when a surprise guest arrives.

 “Captain,” Furong calls, about an hour into their shift. “Movement at the inlet’s mouth.”

 “Another ship?” Beidou asks sharply, and crosses to the bow, where Furong is stationed for her watch. This weather makes the crow’s nest too dangerous and miserable to keep a man up there, so what would normally be one man’s job has become two, but they do what they must, and they do it (mostly) without complaint.

 “No … it looks like one man – or maybe a woman. They’re too far away to tell. I … I lost ‘em …” Furong holds a hand over her good eye to deflect the falling rain and make seeing a bit easier. Beidou does the same when she reaches her, not just scanning the rain blurred shoreline, but the water as well. That’s where she spots him.

 “There!” she says. “They’re swimming, whoever they are. Don’t seem to be in trouble. Definitely coming toward us, though.”

 “Is it Kazuha?”

 “I don’t think so. I don’t see any red.” Beidou does see white though, or at least some pale color. It’s possible that it could be one of the light pink uniforms of Watatsumi Island’s troops, but Beidou doesn’t think so.

 They scan the shoreline as they wait for the swimmer to reach them. Not just near the mouth of the inlet, but behind the ship and to both sides, and at the top of the cliffs as well, just to make sure they’re not being taken in by a distraction. There only seems to be the one man, though … and he doesn’t seem to be doing so good.

 Beidou keeps a close eye on him, just in case he goes under, and she has to go in after him, but he doggedly keeps swimming until he’s close enough to make eye contact with Beidou and call out to her.

 “Permission to come aboard?”

 Beidou throws him a line. “Permission granted.”

 She watches as the man – boy really – wraps the end of the rope around his forearm to anchor himself, then starts climbing. Beidou grabs the line to help haul him on board, because him climbing by himself is slow going. Moments later, she grabs the kid’s shaking forearm to pull him over the rail.

 “Thanks,” her guest says, brushing soaking maroon hair out of his eyes. “I –”

 Then, without warning, his legs give out beneath him.

 “Whoa!” Beidou only manages to keep him from crashing because she was watching in case he pulled a weapon. She grabs him by his wrists, just to make sure that’s still not his goal. Violence does not seem to be on the boy’s agenda, however. He slumps bonelessly against Beidou as she lowers him to the deck, then gives her an embarrassed look.

 “Sorry,” he says. “I … had a kind of bad week and … uh … stuff happened. Is still happening. But … I’m looking for Kazuha. Do you know him?”

 That raises Beidou’s guard, but she nods and confirms, “Yeah, I know him.” Because that’s no secret, even amongst their enemies. “Who’s asking?”

 “I’m Shikanoin Heizou. We’re friends. Oh, but I should tell you first, I’m a Doushin of the Tenryou Commission. So …” Heizou holds his hands up to Beidou, palms open.

 “What?” Beidou asks, slightly confused. Because while she can clearly see his hands are empty, she doesn’t quite understand his meaning.

 “I’m surrendering,” Heizou tells her.

 “Why? You came here to talk, not fight, right? There’s no need to surrender, if that’s the case.”

 “But … okay. If you change your mind though …”

 “I promise, if I change my mind, I’ll let you know.”

 Heizou nods. “Is Kazuha here? I thought he might be here … if I was right. If I saw him, like I thought I did. I was sure it was him … it must have been him, if you know him and you’re here.”

 “Where did you see him?” Beidou asks, trying to gage exactly what’s going on here. The kid’s clearly exhausted from swimming in stormy water, and there’s no way he doesn’t have at least a touch of hypothermia, but she wants to know exactly why he’s so keen to see Kazuha that he’s willing to get himself captured by his faction’s enemies before she gets him a blanket and some soup.

 “At the Vision Hunt Ceremony,” Heizou tells her. “He was there, right?”

 “Yes. He was …” Then it clicks. “Oh … You’re …”

 “Yes,” Heizou says. “I was there too.”

 Now that Beidou’s looking, she can see a darkness in the kid’s eyes. It’s not quite like most of the other people she’s seen who have had their Visions confiscated, but it’s definitely there. That wounded look, like they’re not completely whole, and they know it. Beidou’s honestly surprised Heizou made it this far – and in less than a week. She’ll have to get the how of it from him, but she has a feeling that the why is much more important.

 “Kazuha’s not here right now,” Beidou tells Heizou. “I’m expecting him to turn up after this storm ends, though. Or when there’s a break in the weather.”

 “May I wait here for him, then?”

 “Of course you can.” Beidou stands and holds out a hand to Heizou, to help him up. “Let’s get you dried off and warmed up.”





17. Chapter 17



 The break in the weather that Kazuha was waiting for comes just before dawn. He hears it on the wind before it reaches them, so he rouses his companions to make sure they’re ready to move once it does.

 To say that they are less than enthusiastic would be an understatement, but Kazuha is insistent, and when, as he predicted, the rain softens and the storm winds stop buffeting their shelter so badly that it makes the whole structure creak, they move out.

 It’s good timing – this early, their pursuers aren’t likely to even be awake. Assuming, of course, that the Kujou Encampment did send soldiers out to find them before the storm hit. If they were lucky, those soldiers might have made it back to their camp, but Kazuha can’t afford to assume they aren’t still looking for them. He keeps a sharp eye out for any signs of trouble the entire time they’re moving.

 However, after getting battered by the storm for most of yesterday afternoon and all last night, there’s not much stirring at this hour. Even the Ronin, Treasure Hoarders, and hilichurls are bunkered down.

 Despite the lack of enemies in their path, Kazuha can’t exactly say they make good time. The ground is saturated with water, making footing treacherous. In some places, it’s just slick. In others, they sink ankle deep into the mud. The group does their best to skirt the ocean whenever they can, but since they have to get from one island to another, it isn’t always possible. The beaches and shallows where wading or even walking across was once easy are flooded, and simply staying on their feet while crossing them is a struggle. Nazuchi Beach is particularly bad, now covered by waist-deep water with a current that desperately tries to sweep them out to sea during their trek across.

 To make matters worse, the wind picks back up while they’re out in the middle of the beach. The other Resistance fighters want to take shelter in the wrecked ship that still remains lodged there. Kazuha informs them that if they do, they’re on their own. The chances of the wreck getting swept out to sea with what’s still to come of this storm are entirely too high – not to mention there are almost certainly hostiles within.

 He would have left them too, if it came to that, but thankfully it does not. They follow him, perhaps already aware that their intended shelter was not as empty as they claimed to believe it was, and that they wouldn’t be much of a match for whatever or whoever is within without Kazuha. Finally, they make it to Yashiori Island. With the worst behind them, and Fort Fujitou nearly in sight, Kazuha’s companions manage to find their second wind. The rest of the trek seems far easier, despite the weather growing worse by the minute, and the fact that their path leads them uphill.

 When at last they arrive, they make tracks for the barracks – the biggest building in the Resistance Encampment, which is connected to the mess hall, where apparently everyone except the soaked and miserable looking pair of guards on watch who greet them, is sheltering.

 Kazuha looks for Kokomi or Gorou – he noticed, immediately, that the Alcor was no longer off anchored off the coast. It doesn’t take him long to learn that Watatsumi’s priestess and her general returned to Watatsumi Island, and that Beidou took her ship south to wait out the storm elsewhere. Lucky for Kazuha, he has a pretty good idea of where. So, he heads back out into the storm immediately, before he can give in to the temptation of changing into dry clothes or sitting by the fire with a blanket and a bowl of hot soup.

 On the western side of Yashiori Island, just behind Fort Fujitou, the Musoujin Gorge is narrow and takes little more than a leap and a glide to get across, even with the wind fighting him. Kazuha crosses it, then cuts through the remnants of Higi Village, to the cliffs south of the village, then sees that his hunch was correct. The Alcor is anchored in the inlet below, sheltered by the high stone walls. He takes a moment to read the wind, then glides down toward the ship.

 It’s a rough glide, but not as bad as it would have been if not for the cliffs deflecting the worst of the winds. If not for them, he would have had to swim out to the ship – the whole way out to the ship. He does end up coming up just short of the Alcor by the time he reaches it, thanks to the wind repeatedly putting him off course, but considering how muddy he is from his trek across multiple islands, that might actually be for the best.

 His approach was noticed by the Alcor’s watch, and a line is immediately thrown to him, the help him get out of the water. By the time he makes it on board, Beidou herself has been summoned and is waiting for him.

 “Welcome back,” she says with a grin. “It’s a bit wet out here, don’t ya think?”

 “A bit,” Kazuha returns with a slight smile, and makes no move to resist when she grabs his arm and begins hauling him inside. “I have a lot to tell you.”

 “And I have a surprise for you,” Beidou says. “Dry clothes first though. The last thing we want is you getting sick.”

 So, Kazuha goes below deck to dry off and change. Beidou waits with her back turned until he’s clothed again, then motions for him to follow her. She leads him to her cabin, which is the best place for Kazuha to tell her all he needs to, since it’s away from any prying ears – or so he thinks. Beidou gives him a wry smile before she opens the door, however.

 “So, it turns out you’re not the only skinny Inazuman boy we had to fish out of the sea today.”

 “What?” Kazuha asks as they step inside.

 Then he sees.

 Heizou.

 His friend is – was – sleeping on Beidou’s bed. Or perhaps just resting, trying to sleep. At the creak of the door, his eyes open and he blinks. Then his gaze locks onto Kazuha’s and there’s blessed recognition there. He gives a slight groan and braces one arm against the bed to push himself up.

 Kazuha crosses the distance between them in an instant and crushes his friend into his arms.

 “Heizou.”

 “Ka-Kazuha …”

 His embrace catches his friend in an awkward position, halfway between laying down and sitting up, and makes it difficult for him to move either way – probably even more difficult to stay the way he is, since human back muscles aren’t made to hold that position. Kazuha realizes this … but can’t bring himself to care for a moment. Heizou doesn’t need to move right now anyway.

 His friend is ice cold in his arms and Kazuha’s heart sinks, because he knows what that means. He tries to fool himself, just for a little longer, by pulling Heizou up so he’s sitting, then grabbing the blanket to wrap around his shoulders.

 “He turned up this morning,” Beidou tells Kazuha as she sinks into the chair that’s conveniently right beside the bed. “Looking for you. He swam to the ship from the mouth of the inlet, and we hauled him on board. Gave him some dry clothes and food, and tried to warm him up, but …”

 Kazuha looks back down at Heizou, who is indeed wearing Liyue style clothes –swimming in them, actually. They’re far too big for him, but they’re better than the clothes he swam to the ship in, when his skin is so cold to the touch.

 “I’ve been sitting with him. He hasn’t shown any signs of being sick except for being this chilled,” Beidou says. “I don’t know if he’s actually sick, or if this is just a side affect of … yeah.”

 So Beidou knows exactly who Heizou is – and what’s happened to him. Kazuha wonders if Heizou told her, or if she figured it out herself. She’s far sharper than people give her credit for. Heizou, of course, is on a completely different level.

 “You know,” Heizou says softly, drawing Kazuha’s attention back to him. “Don’t you, Kazuha?”

 Unable to pretend he doesn’t realize it anymore, Kazuha gives a sad nod. “I suspected. You got ahold of Mayu’s Delusion, didn’t you?”

 Heizou nods. “You were the one who set free those rebel soldiers on the beach,” he says, and his expression is the same one he always wears when another piece of his latest puzzle falls into place. Kazuha tries not to grimace, but is sure his frustration shows in his expression anyway. He can’t help it. His heart feels like it just fractured a bit.

 His friend is here, and so much better than he was the last time they locked eyes. He’s seemingly whole … but Kazuha knows that’s only a façade – that the missing pieces in his friend’s soul have been filled in with forbidden magic that will eventually kill him or warp him beyond recognition, and Kazuha doesn’t know what to do.

 “Please don’t take it from me,” Heizou says softly. “Please don’t ask me to give it up.”

 “You have to know what it’s going to do to you,” Kazuha says – and he knows that this is true. Heizou has always professed that if something seems too good to be true then it definitely is.

 “Yeah. I know. I interrogated the soldiers you didn’t rescue. Ah, I didn’t torture them –”

 “I know you didn’t,” Kazuha says quickly. “But if you know what that thing is going to do to you –”

 “I’m dead either way, Kazuha.”

 “What’s going on?” Beidou asks sharply.

 Kazuha and Heizou both turn to look at her, then back at each other.

 “I don’t keep secrets from Beidou,” Kazuha tells him. “She’s my friend as well as my captain, and I trust her with my life and yours.”

 Heizou nods. “I’m going to reach for it – I’m not going to use it.”

 “I know. I trust you too. I hope you know that.”

 Heizou reaches into his hair then, and pulls the Delusion out from inside the base of his ponytail. He lowers it into his lap, but keeps it in his palm so they can see it. It’s Kazuha’s first time laying eyes on it, and he can’t help but wonder how something so small can cause so much devastation.

 “That’s a Delusion,” he tells Beidou, doing his best to keep his voice steady. “They’re like an artificial Vision with a bunch of horrible drawbacks. And they’re being manufactured by a third party, who is getting them into the hands of the Resistance. They’re what you sent me looking for – the reason for all those strange elemental-related deaths.”

 “The third party is the Fatui,” Heizou cuts in. “I don’t have proof of this, but I have verbal confirmation. I ran into this hat wearing bastard and …”

 Together Kazuha and Heizou both tell Beidou what they know. Heizou’s gathered a bit more information than Kazuha. His chance run in with the hat wearing bastard is responsible for most of it. He also now has firsthand knowledge about using Delusions, of course …

 Beidou’s expression darkens as she listens. Kazuha notices her fists clench on more than one occasion, and her gaze falls balefully to the Delusion Heizou’s holding. She looks as though she’d like to smash it, and Kazuha begins to worry that she’ll insist on confiscating it. Which might be for the best … except that he knows that without it, Heizou won’t be Heizou anymore.

 In the end, however, she makes no move to take it from him, and Kazuha’s not sure whether he should be relieved about that or not.

 “Well, one thing’s for sure,” Beidou says once Kazuha and Heizou have told all they know – or maybe in Heizou’s case, all he’s willing to tell, though Kazuha doesn’t think he’s holding anything important back. “The Resistance’s command needs to know this, yesterday. Getting the message to them in this storm, though … Any idea how long it’s going to last?”

 “At least the rest of today,” Kazuha tells her. “Possibly two or three. The heart of the storm has passed us, but I can hear the wind sweeping through rain clouds for miles and miles in the direction it came from.”

 “Yeah. I think the eye of it passed us this morning,” Beidou agrees. “The latter half of storms like these tend to have a bit milder winds but more flooding, from my experience. Which will help us get out of this inlet without any problems, at least – the mouth of it’s too shallow to wait out the whole storm here, so we’ll be on our way before the storm surge retreats.”

 Kazuha nods. “That’s for the best.”

 “In the meantime, no activating that thing,” Beidou says to Heizou. “I don’t like you even having it on my ship … or having it to begin with. You shouldn’t need something so dangerous just to be able to think clearly … but here we are, I guess.”

 Heizou looks up at her apprehensively.

 “Don’t worry, I’m not going to take it from you. As much as I want to, I don’t know if that would do more harm than good. But you are not to use it any more than you have to in order to keep your thoughts clear while you’re on board, understand?” Beidou says sternly. “No summoning cryo. Only touching it to clear your head. Got it?”

 “I understand. And I thank you.” Though still seated, Heizou leans forward, back straight, in a respectfully low bow.

 “I’ll be trusting you to keep an eye on him, Kazuha.”

 “Of course.” This entire time, Kazuha has remained right beside his friend. He has no plans to move in the immediate future. Heizou is still radiating cold beside him. Kazuha’s not sure exactly how to help, but he’ll think of something.

 “If I may,” Heizou interjects, “when you go ashore on Watatsumi Island, I’d like to come along.”

 Beidou nods. “If you have no objection to telling them what you know firsthand, despite your allegiances, it’s probably best that they hear it directly from you. Less details lost in the retelling, that way.”

 Heizou nods, but something in his expression makes Kazuha think that’s not the real reason why he wants to go. He doubts that he’s hiding anything important though, and makes a mental note to ask him about it in private when he gets the chance – right before he remembers.

 Before the war broke out, Heizou once went to Watatsumi Island on a Tenryou Commission assignment. He told Kazuha about it the last time they saw each other before the Vision Hunt Decree began. In fact, all that he could talk about was how beautiful Watatsumi Island was.

 That’s when Kazuha knows for certain … Heizou really has resigned himself to death. He just wants to go back to a place that once made him happy before it happens. Maybe he even hopes that’s where it will all end for him.

 Kazuha locks his jaw, however, and tries not to let his emotions show on his face.

 He’s not going to let that happen.

 He’s not going to lose anyone else he cares about.

 He doesn’t know how yet, but somehow, he’s going to find a way to save Heizou.





18. Chapter 18



 The storm is still going strong the day after Heizou arrives on the Alcor, but according to Kazuha, tomorrow the tail of it will pass them, and then they’ll be through it. They can already see how it’s veering further east. The scout they send ashore reports that in the distance, Watatsumi Island looks like it’s already clearing up. Beidou makes plans to leave the sheltered inlet on the morning tide, but until then, there’s a lull.

 Heizou has a chance to rest and recover, for what feels like the first time since this whole mess started. Those days he spent lying in bed right after his Vision was confiscated, starving himself, don’t count.

 He’s never left alone. Kazuha is a constant presence at his side. He’s not overbearing, though. He does his very best to take care of Heizou. Heizou appreciates that, though it breaks his heart a bit. He and Kazuha both know how this is going to end.

 Heizou thought that he was ready for it … but after spending time with Kazuha, after actually finding some joy in life again … he realizes that he’s really not.

 It’s not like he has a choice though. So, he does his best to enjoy what time he has left. He realizes now just how many things he used to take for granted. Soft blankets. Hot stew. The smell of the ocean air. The warmth of a friend at his side. Sometimes it does feel like the Delusion he carries numbs him when he touches it to keep his thoughts clear, but midway between when he releases it and when his thoughts start going foggy, forcing him to touch it again, there’s a stretch of time when the cold seeps away, and he feels almost completely normal.

 He and Kazuha don’t talk much, despite spending nearly two whole days together. Neither seems to really know what to say. Even so, the silence isn’t exactly uncomfortable. It is a bit sad though. Heizou knows that Kazuha is thinking about his friend who lost the duel to Sara. His friend that he couldn’t save. There’s no way that he’s not thinking of him now, faced with Heizou’s situation.

 Beidou keeps a watchful eye on him too. She insists he stay in her cabin and has Kazuha share the bed with him and just hangs a hammock for herself on some pegs that are a bit too conveniently placed to be a coincidence. On two occasions, Heizou notices Kazuha move toward the hammock, like he’s planning on sitting down on it, then catching himself and moving to sit on the bed instead. Interesting.

 “You know,” Beidou tells Heizou in the evening of his second day on the ship, on one of the rare occasions that Kazuha steps out, to make them some tea, “in and around Inazuma City, there have actually been a few new developments amongst several people who lost their Visions. A handful of those who had theirs confiscated suddenly seemed to find a part of themselves that they’d lost again.”

 Heizou’s intuition tells him that this is a loaded conversation. He walks into it anyway. “They did?”

 “Yeah. Right before the Vision Hunt Ceremony, actually. We heard rumors of it while we were in the city, moving goods.”

 Heizou gives a slight laugh. “You really shouldn’t be confessing your smuggling activities to a member of the Tenryou Commission.”

 “Why not? You planning on telling someone?”

 “No,” Heizou says honestly. “Not at the moment. We both know I might not be myself for much longer though.”

 “Well, the way Kazuha talks about you, you’re so sharp it wouldn’t matter if I tried to make up a cover story. You’d see through it. So that seems like more effort than it’s worth. Anyway, I found out later, after we kicked Kujou Sara’s ass off our beach, that someone Kazuha and I knew actually had a hand in their recovery. This was after I sent Kazuha out, looking for whatever was causing those weird elemental reactions that were killing both our people and your side’s.”

 Heizou’s interest is slightly piqued, but understandably, he is wary. “You chose to wait until Kazuha stepped out to bring this up to me for a reason.”

 “I did,” Beidou admits. “I take it you approve?”

 Heizou nods. “I’m scared to get my hopes up too. As much as I would like to be okay again … I don’t really think that’s going to happen.”

 “Do you not think that Kazuha’s lost enough already?”

 “I do think that. Maybe I shouldn’t have come here. No. This was the right move. If I had to lay down money on someone stopping the Delusion distribution, I wouldn’t put it on the Tenryou Commission. At least not on the Tenryou Commission without me breaking rules behind Kujou’s back.”

 Beidou snorts at that.

 “Do you know how your acquaintance was able to help the people who lost their Visions?”

 Beidou shakes her head. “I can get you an introduction though. I know you’re scared to hope, but surely it’s worth trying?”

 “Yes. It is. But don’t tell Kazuha.” Heizou doesn’t want his friend getting his hopes up for nothing.

 “I understand.”

 “And … if the worst happens anyway, look after him for me when I’m gone?”

 “Of course,” Beidou says, and that’s a relief. If she’d tried to deny how likely it is that he’s not going to be around to look after Kazuha much longer, he’s not sure how much he could really trust her. “Always.”

 “Thank you.”

 “I hope you won’t mind if I do my utmost to keep you from not being around anymore to do it yourself though.”

 Heizou smiles sadly. “I really don’t want to go, you know.”

 “I know. Only a fool would leave that lad behind by choice.”

 “Indeed. Out of curiosity, did he ever tell you about the time …” from there, Heizou launches into the tale of one of his cases with Kazuha involving a shapeshifting Tanuki, a scholar from Sumeru who was selling illegal Magic Matsutake Mushrooms, the bizarre events that occurred when the two of them tried to swindle one another, and how Kazuha and Heizou ended up crossing paths when they both independently tried to track the two miscreants down. Beidou reciprocates with a story of his early days in the Crux, when Kazuha accepted several other sailors’ invitation to go drinking after a successful smuggling run, and ended up drunk out of his mind after tossing back just two tiny cups of Snezhnayan firewine like he would have sake.

 Kazuha returns mid-tale, but is a good sport about embarrassing stories being told at his expense. They don’t spend too terribly long reminiscing about his misadventures, though. Not since he just brought them tea and snacks. The three of them have an enjoyable evening, together in Beidou’s cabin.

 Still, as he lays down to sleep next to Kazuha, Heizou can’t help but wonder if it’s one of the last he’ll ever have.

 The next morning, the storm has calmed enough for them to sail out of the inlet, and Beidou turns the Alcor toward Watatsumi Island.

 


 

 They anchor off the south coast of Watatsumi Island. There’s not exactly a harbor there, but the shallows abruptly drop off into deep water, which lets the ships pull up close enough to the coast that sailors can just drop off the side of the ship and wade ashore, rather than having to bother with tender boats. From the beach, there’s a road to Bourou Village that continues on straight to Sangonomiya Shrine.

 It’s quite a hike, and at first, Kazuha is worried about how Heizou is going to handle it. His friend is definitely not in as good of shape as he was before this whole mess started. He knows part of it was from those days Heizou spent lying in bed, not eating, barely drinking. Like an illness, that’s not the kind of thing someone can instantly snap back from … but it has been a few days since then, and everyone from Kujou Sara to Captain Beidou has jumped on the campaign to feed Heizou up since then. After two days on the Alcor, he does look much better. In fact, he seems almost completely back to normal.

 “Watatsumi Island is as beautiful as I remember it,” Heizou says, once they make it ashore. He spins around to take the whole view in, then rotates a bit further to flash Kazuha a smile. “This really is the perfect place to go on a vacation.”

 “Like the one you took here, on the Tenryou Commission’s mora?” Kazuha asks, letting a teasing note creep into his voice.

 “Yes. Exactly like that one.” Heizou’s smile turns into a smirk. “You stayed here for a while before you left the country, right?”

 “I did. We returned almost a week ago, now, but after just a few days, I left again, to learn about Delusions. Not that I knew what I was looking for were Delusions at the time.”

 “On the sly, you said, right? For Beidou rather than Sangonomiya and Gorou?”

 “Yes. We always intended to tell them once we learned what the cause of those mysterious deaths were, but felt it best to act independently at the time.”

 “I wonder if they’ve realized what’s going on in your absence?” Heizou looks thoughtful. “I’m curious as to how long the people who are actively wielding them can really keep things under wraps.”

 “If you had to make a guess,” Kazuha asks, because he’d like a bit of foresight as to what they’re about to walk into, and Heizou’s intuition is so often spot on, “what do you think has happened since I left?”

 “I think it’s quite likely that they’ve at least noticed something’s wrong. Even if the Resistance soldiers are still covering up the aftermath of when things go bad, they’re not going to be able to hide the affects Delusions have on their wielders’ physical condition indefinitely. Sangonomiya makes no secret of her passion for strategy. So, I assume she knows that in war campaigns, an army’s health is of vital importance. One thing that is always of concern, in a military invasion, are diseases – those which the invaders bring with them, and those which exist in the lands being invaded, to which the natives are already acclimatized to, if not immune. So, unless she’s slacking, all her officers should have strict instructions to keep an eye on their soldiers’ health. They likely have orders to report any anomalies directly to her. It shouldn’t take long for a pattern to emerge – especially with this storm making everyone bunker down and shelter in place for a few days. Things that could normally be hidden will be far more apparent when people are stuck together and in close quarters. Even though it doesn’t look like Watatsumi was hit as hard as the rest of Inazuma, their troops’ movements were still definitely restricted – and confined to this island.”

 Kazuha nods. What Heizou just surmised makes sense. “We shall see.”

 And when Beidou joins them on the beach, just moments later, they begin the long trek to do just that.

 Heizou keeps up with no problems. Kazuha is glad to see that, at least. They don’t set too strenuous a pace, but they don’t stop for a break along the way either. When they finally make it to the shrine at the heart of the island, where the Resistance is headquartered, he seems no worse for wear. It’s good to see him getting his strength back – or at least it would be if Kazuha had reason to believe this would be a permanent improvement.

 From the looks of things, they’ve arrived in the middle of some sort of commotion. Soldiers and shrine maidens alike are hurrying back and forth. Mostly Resistance officers, Kazuha sees, but as they wait for Kokomi to receive them, some lower ranking soldiers come by with one of their comrades on a stretcher.

 Said soldier, Kazuha can’t help but notice, has pure silver hair, despite having a youthful face, and hauntingly tired eyes. He notices Heizou and Beidou both frowning as well, and knows they’re thinking the same thing that he is.

 It’s Gorou who meets them first. Kazuha watches as his expression morphs from stressed at the situation, to happy at the sight of Kazuha, then immediately to sour and suspicious as his eyes fall on Heizou.

 “Kazuha. Captain Beidou. Welcome back. And you … Shikanoin, wasn’t it? The Tenryou Commission spy who scouted out Watatsumi before the war started?”

 “Vacationed on Watatsumi,” Heizou corrects him mildly. “Don’t worry, though, I’m not here to cause you any problems. I’m actually a prisoner of war now.”

 “No, he’s not,” Beidou says. “A prisoner of war or here to cause you any problems.”

 “I surrendered to Captain Beidou the day before yesterday.”

 “And I didn’t accept your surrender. Heizou here is my guest,” Beidou says, and a warning note enters her voice – for Gorou, not Heizou, Kazuha is sure. She’s taken Heizou under her protection and she wants to make sure that Gorou knows it. “He came to us two days ago to talk, not to fight. He’s provided us with some vital information I actually sent Kazuha out to acquire.”

 “Information that I believe you yourselves have unfortunately already figured out,” Kazuha interjects. “We saw that stricken soldier who was just carried by. Was his condition caused by using a Delusion?”

 “You know about Delusions already?” Gorou looks shocked. Then he glances at Heizou. “He told you about them?”

 “Your soldiers told Kazuha about them,” Beidou says. “I sent him out to find out what was causing those strange elemental reactions in battles, that left both our soldiers as well as the enemies’ dead. Heizou showed up where the Alcor was anchored and brought us the same information Kazuha brought back to us – and more.”

 “We shall have to compare notes then,” Kokomi says, sweeping up from behind them. She looks more harried than Kazuha has ever seen her before – learning that her enemies managed to sneak such dangerous weapons to her troops right underneath her nose surely must have come as a shock. The fallout of that mess … well, that’s clearly still going on. “Rest assured, though, that we are already on top of the situation. I’ve issued a decree to seize all Delusions, and any soldier known to have been in possession of one must receive an immediate medical evaluation. Meanwhile, the issue of the Delusions being distributed itself is being dealt with. I’ve dispatched a captain to cut it off at its source.”

 “Oh!”

 All eyes turn toward Heizou.

 “Sorry,” he says quickly. “I just realized … the Sakoku Decree would indeed make it hard for the Fatui to smuggle the Delusions in … so it would make more sense if they were manufacturing them here in Inazuma … and considering geography and troop movement … Got it! You suspect that the Delusions are being created in Southern Yashiori Island! Wait – oh no. Who did you send to staunch the source? Was there an allogene amongst them? Or better yet, two allogenes?”

 Kokomi looks at Beidou with a quizzical look. No doubt she remembers the Tenryou Commission sightseer just as well as Gorou does.

 Beidou frowns. “You’re remembering that hat wearing bastard you fought?”

 “Yes,” Heizou says quickly. “Sangonomiya-san – I know you’ve done your research on me. You know my fighting prowess. So please, believe me when I say that the Fatui I fought, who spilled some info about the Delusions to me, is one of the most dangerous people I have ever met. I don’t think I could have beaten him on a good day. Whoever you’ve sent to cut off the supply of Delusions may well be facing him in his own stronghold, where he’ll have the advantage – as well as backup. Please tell me you dispatched several allogenes?”

 “No,” Kokomi says, and looks worriedly around the group. “I simply didn’t have the manpower. I only dispatched one person – well, technically two. Paimon and the Traveler –”

 “Beidou!” Kazuha looks to his captain, a plea in his voice.

 “On it! We’re going! Kokomi, we’ll fill you in when we get back –”

 “Gorou, gather your squad and go with them!” Kokomi orders quickly.

 “But Your Excellency –”

 “You have until we weigh anchor!” Beidou tells them, already storming back up the path. “Then we sail, with or without you! Kazuha, run ahead and have them ready the ship!”

 “Right!”

 With that, Kazuha begins to sprint. Back toward Bourou Village, back toward the Alcor. There’s a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. His friends are in danger left and right, and it seems like he really can’t protect anyone. If only he’d made it back sooner … if only he hadn’t been held up by this storm.

 He’s so distracted that for a moment he doesn’t realize that there’s someone by his side. When he does, he assumes it’s Beidou. When he glances at them to confirm, he’s forced to do a doubletake.

 “Heizou?”

 “Hah?” Heizou grits out – a sound of acknowledgement, nothing more.

 “What are you –”

 “Coming with,” Heizou huffs.

 “You –”

 “He’s … dangerous!” Heizou tells him as they continue to run, never breaking stride. “Not … letting you … face him … without … me!”

 Kazuha can’t afford to argue – can’t afford to waste his breath. Even half a minute is going to matter in this race against time. He won’t let the ship’s preparations to sail be delayed even by that much.

 “Fine,” he tells his friend. “You can come if you can keep up.”

 With luck, Heizou will fall behind and get left behind, here on Watatsumi Island. Kazuha trusts Kokomi to treat him kindly in their absence. If he manages to make it on board the ship … well, he’ll still have Kazuha, Beidou, and even Gorou all between him and his hat wearing nemesis. Between the three of them, Heizou shouldn’t even need to fight.

 “Ye!” Heizou manages to get out – an acknowledgement of Kazuha’s terms.

 To Kazuha’s dismay, he keeps pace with him the entire way back to the ship.





19. Chapter 19



 The prospect of danger – of fighting Hatboy again, suddenly makes Heizou feel much better.

 Even though things have improved considerably for him these past few days with Kazuha and Beidou, he’s still living under the pall of an uncertain future. It’s not easy to know that the very thing you’re relying on to keep you from succumbing to depression and brain fog will eventually kill you. Heizou knows that part of the thrill he feels now might very well be from the idea that this could all be over for him soon. Just one more fight … and a fight that will actually mean something … Going down to save a hero and defend a friend isn’t, at all, a bad way to go …

 He hopes, of course, that it’s just his survival instinct kicking in – his body and brain reacting to the adrenaline surge caused by the impending clash. Fighting has made him feel better since this whole mess began … but Heizou couldn’t swear to it that it’s why he’s suddenly feeling better now.

 He doesn’t voice his thoughts, of course. No need to give Kazuha an excuse to leave him behind. Once on board the Alcor, he catches his breath and does his best to stay out of the way as the sailors all rush to their stations and prepare to cast off. General Gorou and company arrive just in the nick of time, at a dead run, which is good for them, because Beidou’s threat to leave without them was clearly not idle.

 The good general joins Heizou in his attempts to stay out of the sailors’ way, but not without a suspicious glare. Heizou ignores it. He’s got bigger things to worry about. He would be content to … not quite ignore Gorou, but definitely to not talk to him. Gorou, however, despite his clear dislike for Heizou, is prudent enough to broach a conversation in the name of gathering information.

 “The enemy you think is so dangerous – who exactly is he?” Gorou wants to know.

 “I don’t know his name,” Heizou admits, staring at the ocean as the Alcor slices across the waves and back out to sea. “Only that he’s Fatui – and, I strongly suspect, Inazuman.”

 Gorou makes an angry noise in the back of his throat. Heizou understands why. One of their fellow countrymen turning traitor is never a nice thought. Not that they don’t have a multitude of reasons in this day and age to. Between the Vision Hunt Decree and the Sakoku Decree, the Shogun’s pretty much been begging for her subjects to rebel and defect.

 “Was he a common traitor? Newly turned, or did he strike you more as a leader? Possibly of his own cell?”

 “There was nothing common about him, though I don’t know if I’d actually classify him as a leader. Probably high ranking, but more of a saboteur or lone agent. And … I already told Beidou and Kazuha this, but I don’t think he’s human. He bears a shocking resemblance to the Shogun, and when I tried to break his nose with a headbutt, I ended up slicing open my forehead.”

 “Hm. I was going to ask … not meaning to sound insensitive, but … you were not in excellent physical condition when you fought him, correct?”

 “I was not,” Heizou admits, “but his nose still should have given before my forehead did. If he was human. By my best estimates though, taking into account how diminished my abilities were at the time, I still don’t think that I would have even odds of beating him in a fight, even if I still had my Vision. Which is why I’m not letting Kazuha face him alone.”

 “He’s hardly alone though, even without you,” Gorou points out.

 “No offense, but I only know you by reputation, and your element doesn’t react with his.” So, I’m not trusting him with you, is left unsaid, but is most definitely implicit.

 “Captain Beidou is going with him,” Gorou reminds him. “Perhaps you only know her by reputation too, but surely you can trust Kazuha vouching for her skill.”

 Heizou doesn’t respond. It’s not the same.

 “I don’t know you either,” Gorou says after several beats. “Beyond that you’re Tenryou Commission. Which automatically means that I don’t like or trust you. But Kazuha does. Like you, and trust you. And I think Kazuha’s lost enough because of your Shogun’s war already.”

 Heizou cuts his gaze back to the general.

 “There’s a trend amongst people who lose their Visions and join the Resistance. They have a habit of falling in their first few battles. Part of it might be that they underestimate their abilities without their Visions … but part of it is definitely because at least some of them want it all to end.” Gorou glares at Heizou then, with eyes that seem to see right through him. “So, what I want to say to you is this: don’t you dare go into this planning to die defending Kazuha. Don’t you dare put that on him. He doesn’t need to bear that burden, and if you force him to shoulder it then you don’t deserve to call yourself his friend.”

 A chill runs down Heizou’s spine. One that has absolutely nothing to do with his cryo Delusion, for a change. Gorou’s words make him feel like he’s been doused with ice water, and he suddenly finds it hard to hold the general’s gaze.

 “You’re not wrong,” he admits. “Kazuha doesn’t need that. But I’m not wrong about this either. That hat wearing bastard is the most dangerous fighter I’ve ever faced. I don’t know what all he’s capable of, but I’ll be damned if I let Kazuha face him without me.”

 It takes far more effort than it should to maintain eye contact with Gorou. Staring other people down usually isn’t a problem for Heizou – he does it to Sango and Kujou on a regular basis. With them though, he doesn’t usually have something quite this heavy weighing on his conscience.

 In the end, it’s Gorou who looks away with a sigh. “Well, there will be four of us, at least, and Beidou’s strength is legendary. As long as we stay vigilant, and watch each other’s backs, we should be able to all make it out alive.”

 “Four of us?” Heizou asks.

 “Allogenes. Plus my squad of elite archers. Oh! I – my apologies …” Gorou’s ears droop slightly, and his tail twitches guiltily. “I forgot.”

 “Oh no, it’s okay,” Heizou says brightly. “You can still count me amongst those who can wield elemental power. I’ve got a Delusion now, see?”

 “ … What?!”

 Heizou might take a bit more amusement from General Gorou’s reaction than he should.

 He doesn’t think that his reaction is overly influenced by his Delusion – he’s always been the type to find entertainment in others’ shock and surprise, even, or maybe especially if the other party was left spluttering and annoyed. This time is no exception – Gorou doesn’t like him, he’s pretty indifferent to Gorou, and now he has the enemy general literally tripping over his own words, unable to string them together to form a coherent sentence.

 “You’re a nicer guy than I thought, General Gorou. I didn’t expect you to care about me so much.”

 “That’s not – I don’t – you – where did you even get one of those?!”

 “From one of your soldiers, actually,” Heizou says, sobering slightly. “I guess there’s no way you would have heard about what happened yet. But her name was Mayu. The squad she was with ambushed Kujou Sara and I on the beach. Their leader just intended to capture us. Mayu refused any course of action that didn’t involve our immediate executions. She actually turned against her own squad leader to try and get her way.”

 Gorou’s jaw drops.

 “I got close enough to take her down then, and her own squad mates didn’t interfere, so she used the Delusion’s power again, lost control, and burned herself out. Everyone else on the beach ended up blacking out from the backlash, except me. We took the rest of the squad captive, but only got two of them up to the Kujou Encampment. Kazuha freed the rest of them before our soldiers could retrieve them.”

 Gorou frowns at him, weighing what he’s said. “So, you looted a volatile weapon from the corpse of one of my soldiers who went insane while under its influence and killed her own comrades … and now you intend to use it yourself?”

 Well, when Gorou puts it like that …

 “I’m not using it the way she was,” Heizou tells him.

 “You met her a grand total of once, correct? Do you really think you know anything about her and how she lost herself to that damn thing?!”

 “I know that she was making liberal use of it. I’m not. I’ve used it in one and only one fight so far, and that was because my back was against the wall while I was fighting Hatboy. Aside from that, I deliberately don’t use it. I only hang onto it because it helps me think the way I could before I lost my own Vision.”

 “What?!” Gorou’s ears twitch almost violently. “Did I just hear you right? You’re deliberately using it to alter your mental state? When you know it’s already driven one person so mad that they turned on their own friends?!”

 “That – this isn’t the same thing at all.”

 “And you know that how?” Gorou demands. “You met her once!”

 “She was using her Delusion left and right!”

 “For combat! We’ll never know how much worse it could have gone if she’d been intentionally using it to warp her mind like you are!”

 “I’m not using it to warp my mind! I’m using it so that I can feel the way I did before!”

 “To me that sounds even worse than using it left and right in a fight!”

 “Yeah, well however it sounds to you doesn’t really matter given how little you know about them!” Heizou snaps. “Your soldiers have been using them under your noses for weeks without you noticing!”

 “And you’ve been without your Vision for only a week! You haven’t even tried to adjust to life without it!”

 “I physically couldn’t drag myself out of bed without it! Don’t pretend you have any idea what it’s like to have a chunk of your soul pulled out against your will! Or like your priestess doesn’t fully intend to experiment with Delusions herself, to see if they can be used safely in moderation.”

 “She doesn’t!”

 “If she says that, she’s lying to you,” Heizou scoffs. “Delusions are weapons. Untested and volatile, maybe, but with too much potential not to try stabilizing, whatever their origins. They –”

 “You don’t know anything about Her Excellency! Don’t you dare call her a liar! And that’s not what this is about!”

 “Sorry you don’t know your priestess as well as you thought.”

 “You’re the one who doesn’t know her and she’s not a liar!”

 “Hey!” Kazuha suddenly appears and shoulders his way between them, just as Gorou makes a move that might have been a grab for the front of Heizou’s shirt. “Enough!”

 “Kazuha,” Gorou growls, “are you aware that this Tenryou Commission soldier is in possession of a Delusion?”

 “I am,” Kazuha tells him.

 “But nice try with the tattling.”

 “Heizou, enough. Gorou, yes, I know. I’m not happy about it, but I trust Heizou. And I intend to do my utmost to help him figure out if it can be used safely, and what its limits are.”

 “That’s not –”

 “It’s not up for discussion.”

 Heizou smirks at Gorou, behind Kazuha’s back.

 “Heizou, stop smirking. Both of you – I understand your positions make things between you awkward at best, but both of you are my friends. I trust you both. I want to help you both. And I think that, when it comes down to it, all three of us are on the same side. We all want Inazuma to return to peace, and we are all striving to bring about the changes that will make that happen. But right now, the ones who have the best chance of actually making that happen are in mortal danger, and I do not have time to waste keeping the two of your from each other’s throats. So, stop this before I have Beidou throw you both in the brig.”

 That sobers Heizou.

 “Sorry, Kazuha … and my apologies, General Gorou,” he says … and if there’s a malicious little voice at the back of his mind, urging him to provoke the Resistance general further, Heizou stomps it down and resists.

 Gorou glowers for a moment as well, then relents. “Same. I mean … I’m sorry as well. Both of you. I should have been more sympathetic to your situation, Shikanoin. And I should not be fighting with your friend at a time like this, Kazuha. I will keep my temper in check until Paimon and the Traveler are safely among us again – and after that too, of course.”

 Kazuha nods, accepting their apologies, then looks to Heizou. “If it comes to a fight between us and the Hatted Bastard, I want you to stay back.”

 “Find me a bow then,” Heizou tells him.

 Gorou summons one to hand and holds it out to him immediately. A Compound Bow, Heizou sees as he accepts it.

 “You’ll need to find arrows on your own, but I imagine there’s an extra quiver somewhere on the Alcor,” Gorou says stiffly.

 “My thanks.” Heizou grips the bow like he would for combat and tests its draw. There’s a tad bit more weight on the string than what he’d prefer, but now’s no time to be picky. He can make this work just fine.

 “I’ll find you a quiver,” Kazuha tells him. “And I do mean it, Heizou. Let Beidou, Gorou, and me take the lead. Stay back, out of the Hatted Bastard’s range.”

 “I will,” Heizou agrees.

 He even means it at the time.

 But none of them had any way of knowing what power their nameless foe now wielded … or how he would react to seeing the one he spared back to bear arms against him again.





20. Chapter 20



 Captain Beidou orders all the sails run out for the return trip to Yashiori Island, and with the remains of the storm winds behind them, the Alcor practically flies. Even so, Heizou’s not sure that they’ll be fast enough. The Traveler had quite the head start. Every single one of them is aware that it might already be too late. The Traveler’s strength is legendary – Heizou’s heard the rumors – but Hatboy is unlike anyone he’s ever faced before. Until he actually sees what the Traveler is capable of, he’s not betting against the Fatui bastard.

 Their course puts them just northwest of the southern tip of Yashiori Island. Heizou is pretty sure that Beidou’s plan is to keep sailing east, hugging the coast, and counting on the Fatui hideout not having been just south of the cove where they’d been weathering the storm, because despite the watch they kept, the closest thing they saw to enemy movement the entire time they were anchored there was Heizou himself boarding their ship. It’s a little risky, but considering how close they’re likely to be cutting things, Heizou approves. Beidou’s plan will let them scan the most amount of coast in the shortest amount of time, and while backtracking to skim the stretch that they’re skipping now will take a lot longer, the chances of the Fatui hideout being there are much slimmer.

 All his thoughts on the matter, and Beidou’s own plans turn out to be fortuitously moot, however. Because as they approach the coast, their lookout in the crow’s nest shouts down to them about movement sighted on shore, just as Kazuha stiffens, clearly listening to something on the wind.

 A tinder boat is already readied, since even with the storm surge, Beidou only dares get so close to the shore, especially with the water this murky. Lowering it and rowing will take time though. Precious minutes that they don’t have.

 “Sorry, Kazuha,” Heizou tells his friend as the sailors make ready to get it down to the water.

 Kazuha catches his meaning a second too late to stop him. “Heizou, don’t you –”

 Heizou leaps over the side of the boat and calls on the Delusion’s power. He lands on a mirror of ice, then shapes the power with his will, into a path overtop of the water.

 Realizing how little time they have, the others in the shore party waste no time in following him. Beidou, Kazuha, Gorou, and Gorou’s squad all jump down and race along the path Heizou created. It lasts until they’re just shy of the shore, so they only have to wade the last few meters in.

 Beidou grabs Heizou by the scruff of his neck, as soon as they’re on the sand. “You do that again and I’m confiscating that damn thing.”

 “I understand,” Heizou tells her, “but right now every second … counts.”

 His eyes zero in on their reason for coming ashore here, and the others follow his gaze to the hat-wearing youth in archaic Inazuman clothes … who is carrying an unconscious, golden-haired teenager under one of his arms like a sack of rice.

 The whisper of three weapons being summons, and half a dozen being drawn fills the air, but it seems muted to Heizou’s ears. Because when he zeroed in on Hatboy, Hatboy also zeroed in on him … Now, an expression of cruel glee makes its way across his face, and he unceremoniously dumps the teen he was carrying on the ground.

 “Excellent timing,” Hatboy says, and takes out what looks like a piece from a boardgame. “I was just hoping for a fight to test this new power out in. Since you seem so bound and determined to die, then why don’t I assist your suicide?”

 Then Hatboy moves. So fast that Heizou doesn’t even see him move. There’s the crackle of electro, then the next thing he knows, Hatboy is right in front of him, gripping the front of his shirt. He rips Heizou right out of Beidou’s grip and flings him up and into the air before anyone can react.

 Heizou swears and twists, trying to gain enough control to land properly. Then a lightning bolt strikes him in midair, stunning him, blinding him, and making all his muscles spasm. He hears people shouting. Then the next thing he knows, his face slams against the grass.

 Get up! he tells himself, but his body won’t obey his commands. Electro is still crackling through him. Get up or you’re going to die!

 Hatboy stands over him and holds up a hand – but not toward him. A geo infused arrow, and several normal arrows slam into an electro barrier and fall harmlessly to the ground.

 “Get away from him!” Kazuha screams, but his voice sounds so far away.

 “Hatbastard!” Beidou screams as a war cry.

 Hatboy raises one foot, preparing to stomp down on him. Heizou grits his teeth and desperately tries to whip his legs toward Hatboy’s ankles. The movement is jerky and clumsy. It probably wouldn’t have worked if he’d had both feet on the ground, but with only one, Heizou manages to sweep him off his feet.

 “Gah!” Hatboy lands on his butt. Heizou digs one hand into the ground, into the mud beneath the grass that did so very little to cushion his fall. He scoops out a handful and flings it into Hatboy’s face. Because he wants to live, damn it, and he’s not afraid to fight dirty if he has to! “You! You’ll pay for that, you worthless worm!”

 That’s when Kazuha joins the fray, leading with his sword. Hatboy catches it with his bare hand. With his other, he creates an electro barrier to block another barrage of arrows. Then, once that threat is dealt with, he turns his power on Kazuha. Electro shoots toward him like a snake –

 – Only to be blocked by another electro shield. Beidou’s electro shield.

 “Back off!” Beidou snarls, then turns the power she just absorbed back on Hatboy. Staggers Hatboy, who was still kneeling, not yet back on his feet from when Heizou knocked him down. He doesn’t get knocked down again, but it’s clearly a near thing, and he has to brace one hand against the earth to stay upright.

 “Ha. You’re strong,” Hatboy tells Beidou. Then his eyes shift to Kazuha and narrow dangerously. “You –”

 “Enough!” A semi-familiar voice rings out. “All of you, stand down! That one, who calls himself Scaramouche, and I have an agreement. He’ll be departing peacefully now to keep his end of it. Won’t you, Scaramouche?”

 All eyes turn, albeit warily, toward the Lady Guuji – also known as Yae Miko. Head shrine maiden of the Grand Narukami Shrine, and Heizou’s cousin’s boss. She looks quite collected as she strides toward them, carrying an unconscious white-haired child-like being under one arm, much like Hatboy – Scaramouche – was doing with the Traveler.

 Hatboy exhales disdainfully and for a moment, he looks like he intends to argue. Then his lips curl and he turns away. “If I must.”

 There’s a part of Heizou that wants to taunt him for letting himself be called off like a dog. Or to fling another handful of mud at him. He reins that urge in, however. He’s in enough trouble with Kazuha for the ice bridge as it is, and probably even more for fighting with Hatboy in the first place, even though it’s not his fault that the hat wearing bastard singled him out, then plucked him out of their little group to smack around.

 “Departing without further violence was a condition of our agreement,” Yae reminds him.

 Scaramouche – no, Heizou refuses to think of him by such a stupid name. Hatboy pulls out that electro-charged game piece if his, again, gives it a toss, so that it flips end over end, and catches it, before vanishing it once more.

 “Fine. I’m leaving. I have the feeling I’ll be seeing at least some of them again anyway.” He looks at Heizou then, a sneer on his face. “Not you. I doubt you’ll be alive long enough to meet again. You, however …”

 Everyone bristles as, inexplicably, Hatboy turns his gaze toward Kazuha. Beidou moves to stand directly between them, and Gorou takes up a position at his side. Heizou finally drags himself up off the ground, with another handful of mud at the ready.

 “Shikanoin Heizou,” Yae says sternly, a warning in her voice.

 Hatboy looks back at him. Sees his ammunition and laughs. “Yeah. We definitely won’t meet again if you want to die that much.”

 “Stay away from him,” Kazuha says sharply.

 Hatboy gives Kazuha one final look. Then he departs without another word. Only a lazy wave of one hand.

 They all stay silent and alert as they watch him go.

 “Well,” Yae Miko says, once the hat-wearing bastard is finally gone. “That was a bit of a mess. You’re lucky I was here to warn him off.”

 “Or not,” Heizou retorts. “You gave him that game piece, didn’t you? And that game piece made him even more ridiculously powerful.”

 He’s not sure how he knows this. His intuition just tells him that it’s true. Either way, Yae doesn’t deny it.

 “I did. For several reasons. One of which, was to divert unwanted attention away from Inazuma. Attention that could mean the ruin of our whole country. Another was to save the life of this Traveler.”

 Swears break out amongst their group, as the unconscious blond teenager is finally remembered. Beidou and Gorou rush to their side. Kazuha seems torn between checking on them and Heizou.

 “It’s alright. They’re not permanently injured,” Yae assures them. “I’ll be taking these two back to the Grand Narukami Shrine with me to put my next plan into motion … one that I will need your help with, Shikanoin.”

 Heizou gives her a neutral look and reaches into his pocket to touch his Delusion. To make sure that his thoughts are icy sharp. Because, while he’s only ever met Yae Miko in passing, he’s well aware of her reputation as a manipulator, and one of the sharpest minds in Inazuma.

 “Hey! You leave him alone!” Gorou barks, surprisingly, and hurries to stand between them. “I mean it! He’s not well and he’s not in any shape to be part of one of your schemes!”

 “Besides,” Beidou speaks up, from the Traveler’s side, “he’s in my custody. That’s my prisoner of war you’re making plans with … whoever you are.”

 “She’s Yae Miko. Head Shrine Maiden of the Grand Narukami Shrine – so essentially, the religious authority here in Inazuma. And a confidant of the Shogun herself,” Heizou tells Beidou – the only one here who doesn’t seem to know. “She’s also my cousin’s boss, and my cousin has only ever had good things to say about her … so I’d like to hear her out, at least.”

 “Hm. Nana always says you have a good head on your shoulders, despite causing so much trouble.”

 “Lady Guuji … what is this about?” Kazuha asks. “Who was that?”

 “Hm. Well, I suppose it wouldn’t be inaccurate to call him a long-lost member of Inazuma’s royal family. Though he is, quite obviously, estranged now, and no longer allied with Inazuma.”

 “He’s Fatui. They’ve been sneaking dangerous weapons to our troops! And you just handed him an even bigger weapon!” Gorou accuses.

 “As I already said,” Yae explains patiently, “I had my reasons. One of which was saving your friends. They are an integral part of my plan. They’re the only ones our Archon has taken an interest in, in quite some time.”

 “I seem to recall her taking an interest in me when she inlaid my Vision on her statue,” Heizou says coldly.

 “Ah, but you see, that wasn’t actually Ei. I don’t suppose Scaramouche let anything slip about –”

 “Puppets,” Heizou realizes. “When he said the Shogun was a puppet he meant it literally. So … what? The real Shogun has isolated herself in her ivory tower, leaving a stand in to rule the country? It’s the decoy who approved the Vision Hunt Decree and the Sakoku Decree? The Fatui have gotten to the fake, and it’s now a puppet state both literally and figuratively?!”

 “Whoa,” Beidou says, and puts a hand on his shoulder. “That’s a bit farfetched. You might want to tone it down –”

 “Nana was right, you are as sharp as they come,” Yae says, actually looking impressed. “You got it right in one.”

 “What? How?” Gorou asks weakly. Kazuha just stands by, frowning.

 “I’m surprised you can make such intuitive leaps without your Vision – forgive me for speaking of that,” Yae says. “I suppose it’s very rude. But then, I am the one who is orchestrating the plan with the best chance of success of getting you your Vision back, so I think you can forgive me.”

 “What?” Heizou asks.

 “Yes,” Yae tells him. “Our Archon – Ei to me – briefly showed herself during the Vision Hunt Ceremony. The first one, which was interrupted, when the Tenryou Commission’s intended sacrifice escaped. She confronted this Traveler, and I believe they can catch her attention again. If we can get through to her, I think that I can talk her around. Convince her to repeal these ridiculous decrees that are weakening and dividing our people. As I already mentioned though, I do need your help, Doushin Shikanoin. I’m going to need you to convince one Kujou Sara to return to Narukami Island. I need her to make it to her monthly appointment at the Grand Narukami Shrine tomorrow, on schedule.”





21. Chapter 21



 There are lightning burns on Heizou’s chest where Hatboy’s electro hit him when he was in midair. They stretch across his rib cage and back, around his left arm and down his right leg, where the electro was conducted through his body. Even at a glance it’s obvious that they’re going to leave scars.

 “I’ve never seen electro do this before. Not from any manmade source, or even a Vision. Only real lightning,” Yinxing says as she looks him over, sounding a bit awed.

 “What the hell did that pink fox give Hatbastard?” Beidou growls as she stands by, arms crossed over her chest.

 “How badly do they hurt?” Kazuha asks.

 “On a scale of one to ten? More than a five,” Heizou admits. “But … still, feeling pain is better than not feeling anything at all.”

 He worries that the others will rethink letting him keep his Delusion. He has the feeling that he’s going to need it to pull a fast one on Sara, though. Which he plans to do. He doesn’t know how likely Yae Miko’s plan is to work, but it’s the only wisp of hope he has that his life might go back to being normal – that he might get his Vision back and be whole again, so he can stop living on borrowed time and borrowed power that’s slowly killing him.

 “We should take him to see Her Excellency,” Gorou pipes up. “She has a healing Vision. She could make certain that any ill effects from this that we can’t see are ameliorated.”

 “There’s no time,” Heizou tells him. Regretfully. Because he’s a bit touched that Gorou is starting to come around and warm up to him. “I need to get back to the Kujou Encampment and convince Kujou Sara to head back to Narukami Island today. I don’t know how much room for error Yae’s timetable has built into it, but Kujou is a creature of habit. If she misses her monthly shrine visit tomorrow, she’s not going to reschedule. It will be another month until she goes back. Which means another month of war between our people.”

 And Heizou’s not sure he’ll even still be alive then.

 “The Alcor can give you a lift, at least part of the way,” Beidou tells him. “But running back to Watatsumi Island first would be cutting it close. Not to mention how he’d explain any accelerated healing he got if they notice his new scars.”

 “Ah. Right.” Gorou’s ears droop slightly.

 “Do you know what you’re going to say to her?” Kazuha asks. “How you will explain these injuries?”

 “Yes,” Heizou says solemnly. “I will tell her about my time spent as a prisoner of war to Beidou, the legend from Liyue, and how mean she was to me.”

 That startles a laugh out of Kazuha and Beidou guffaws.

 “If we’re sending him right back to the Tenryou Commission, then I probably shouldn’t bandage these,” Yinxing says, looking up from her cursory inspection. “I think it should be safe to risk using a bit of salve though, to keep them from getting infected. If I use one of our weaker ones, all traces of it should be gone by the time he makes it back, as long as we wait half an hour before he puts his clothes back on.”

 “Fine. Do that, then,” Beidou orders. “I’m going to speak with Huixing about our course. Gorou, if you want to stay here with your men, now’s the time to get off. I’ll take a message to Fort Fujitou if you need me to, to get you guys some backup.”

 “Right. This is where I get off then,” Gorou says, jumping up. “Thank you for your help in seizing the Delusion Factory, Captain Beidou. Kazuha. And Shikanoin … I hope that you feel better. And I hope that this works out.”

 “Thanks, Gorou,” Heizou says, and hopes that the next time he sees Gorou that it won’t be on opposites sides of a battlefield.

 Gorou bows, then heads out of the sick bay with Beidou, leaving Heizou alone with Kazuha and Yinxing – both of whom she knows she can count on to make sure Heizou rests. Not that he’s inclined to resist, in this case. For one thing, he’s only wearing a towel while the ship doctor examines and treats him. For another, he has a lot of thinking to do.

 Getting Sara back to Narumaki Island is the hard part. Heizou’s definitely going to have to tell her some lies to do so. Because Sara is so sharp, however, he needs to be very careful about what he says. If he too blatantly tries to manipulate her, she’ll see through it, and he very well might end up getting court martialed for his efforts. Then he can kiss goodbye any chance of getting his Vision back. He probably won’t even be able to hang onto his Delusion through that.

 Their case is obviously going to have to be the reason that sends them back to Narukami Island. Duty is and will always be Kujou Sara’s greatest motivating factor. Heizou might be able to prey on a few of her other weaknesses – namely pity and guilt – but those will only get him so far, and not necessarily all the way back to Narukami Island.

 So, he needs a plausible lie for wanting to go back. Chasing down a lead seems like his best option. Heizou can mix fact and fiction, and come up with a credible story, but a credible story alone isn’t enough. In addition to getting her back to the capitol, he also needs her to not be breathing down his neck the whole time.

 So, multiple leads? Or maybe uncertainty about his lead, or possible culprit, which could be multiple people or organizations? Yes, that could work. He’ll have to be careful about who he names though. He doesn’t want to cause problems for innocent people. Or at least not for innocent people who can’t defend themselves …

 High profile potential culprits, then. People who are too powerful to be taken down by a mere accusation, and who Sara will require them to look into very carefully before taking any action against. Heizou takes his time thinking it over. He does have time now, at least. Yinxing leaves once she’s finished spreading salve over his burns. Kazuha sees that he’s deep in thought and sits with him in silence, keeping an eye on him, but not bothering him. He knows how Heizou can get when he’s working.

 Sometime, while he’s mulling over potential people to investigate, the ship begins moving. Heizou doesn’t notice when it happens, but becomes aware of it after they get underway. The sea is rough in the wake of the storm that shut down travel across most of Inazuma for several days, and at certain stretches, the wind is against them. On a good day, the Alcor could probably make the trip to Kannazuka in a couple hours. Today it takes significantly longer. That works well for Heizou, though. He has a lot to think about.

 He barely notices when lunch is put before him. Kazuha has to nudge him. Heizou finally shakes himself from his musings, and sets to the task of eating, so he won’t worry his friend.

 “Figure out a good story yet?” Kazuha asks as he lifts his own rice bowl.

 “Mostly,” Heizou tells him. “The fact that it’s Kujou Sara I need to lie to and manipulate makes things complicated.”

 “I can imagine,” Kazuha says. His voice is neutral, but Heizou knows him. Such perfect neutrality from Kazuha is always a mask. Understandable, considering who they’re talking about. And there’s really nothing that Heizou can say on the subject. He can barely defend his own actions up until now, during the Vision Hunt Decree. He’s not about to stick up for Sara, who’s gone to far greater extremes and done far worse in the name of duty, honor, and just following orders.

 “It’s difficult because I need the story to sound plausible, but be multi-pronged, so that she and I can search in different directions for the alleged Fatui collaborators,” Heizou says, so that they don’t lapse into awkward silence. “Things will be harder for me if she’s constantly monitoring me – which might be unavoidable, since I skipped out on her a few days ago, but I have to at least try and set things up so that we’ll be working independently of one another. I think I’ve figured out what I need to, and who to point our investigation toward. I’m just going over every possible detail that I can in my mind, to make sure that the people I name as possible suspects won’t end up in more trouble than they deserve. Or more trouble than they can get out of. If our false investigation does turn up anything else that’s problematic though, that will be on them to deal with. And they may well deserve it. But I am trying not to ruin anyone’s life, or get anyone dragged in for an interrogation.”

 “I have faith you’ll figure out the best way,” Kazuha tells him.

 “If my plan works out, I’ll probably be around Ritou for the next week or so. If for some reason, you need to find me,” Heizou tells him. “It’s probably better if you don’t tell me what Beidou’s plans are. If I somehow mess up, I can’t reveal what I don’t know. And … I’ll be trying to use my Delusion as little as possible.”

 Kazuha perks up, his eyes glittering. “Heizou …”

“This will mean more brain fog, but should help realistically stall my investigation. Hopefully giving Yae Miko’s plan time to work.” Heizou forces a smile. Surprisingly, it’s not as hard as he expected. He’s trying to keep his expectations in check … but it seems his intuition is telling him that’s not necessary.

 It does make a certain amount of sense. Yae Miko is probably the most cunning woman in all of Inazuma – in addition to being a longtime friend of the Shogun. The Traveler is internationally renowned as a problem solver. Where they go, problems vanish. The two of them working together may very well be able to save Inazuma – and Heizou.

 Also … maybe there’s a part of Heizou that still wants to have faith in his Archon. Part of him that is relieved that it wasn’t the real Shogun who ripped out a piece of his soul and left his mind fractured. Heizou is Inazuman, after all. He was raised to revere their Archon. He guesses that there’s a part of him that likes to think that she might still be worthy of his respect. If it turns out that she’s not … well.

 Heizou hasn’t exactly been a good little soldier in a long time. Maybe the time’s come to stop pretending altogether … but he doesn’t think it will come to that. His intuition is telling him that Yae’s plan is their best shot.

 


 

 When Shikanoin goes missing, Sara’s first instinct is to rush out into the storm after him. Reason keeps her in check, however. She knows the futility of trying to track anyone in a storm. Let alone someone as slippery as that damn detective.

 In hindsight, she should have realized he might pull something like this and kept a better eye on him. Put the camp guards on alert, so they might have caught him when he was trying to sneak out. Done something to try to prevent it. She knows what he’s like when a case catches his interest.

 A small part of her, however, is sort of glad. A very small part, mind you. Because Heizou acting like his old self surely means that he’s feeling more like his old self, right? That he’s feeling better.

 A little bit of the guilt that Sara’s felt since this whole mess began is alleviated by that knowledge. Not nearly as much as she thought might be. A part of her wonders if she deserves even that much relief. She tries not to dwell on it, but over the next few days, there is precious little else to do in the Kujou Encampment.

 She takes shifts at guarding, which she can tell the men are extremely grateful for. No one likes standing out in a storm and being beaten by wind and rain. The roofs of their guard towers do little to keep their sentries dry in these conditions.

 Sara also catches up on paperwork. She’s sure that there will be whole new piles of it waiting for her when she returns to Tenryou Commission Headquarters, but at least she did something productive while she was here waiting out the storm.

 She spends a lot of time thinking about what she’s going to say to that annoying little brat when the storm finally ends, and heading out to search for him becomes plausible. She doesn’t even know where to start looking for him once it does – or what was going through his mind and how he figured out where to begin searching for clues. However, in the end, she’s spared from having to essentially start taking shots in the dark. Heizou ends up returning to camp on his own, four days after going AWOL, as the storm winds down.

 And at the sight of him, wet, miserable, bruised and a bit bloody, and clearly starving, all the scathing dressing downs that Sara had prepared flee from her mind as she leaps from her post and glides toward him, to reach him faster.

 “Are you alright?” is what she ends up asking, her throat suddenly and inexplicably hoarse.

 “Kujou … sorry,” Heizou tells her, giving her an expression that’s probably supposed to be a rueful smile but comes across more as a grimace. “I shouldn’t have left without permission.”

 “It looks like you were already punished for your impetuousness.” Sara tries to sound stern. “Did you at least manage to turn up some useful information, to make what you’ve been through – and what I’m going to put you through – worth it?”

 Heizou gives another little grimace. “I did. But you’re not going to like it. Sorry in advance.”

 “Bringing the truth to me is one thing you need not apologize for,” Sara tells him. “What did you find out?”

 “The Fatui are responsible for those weapons being in Inazuma. I believe they’ve been smuggling them in, to the rebels, but they’re getting help within the country. Help from someone well connected … and there are two … well, three possible culprits. There are smuggling rings in Ritou that could be responsible, but this is quite a bit above their paygrade. It’s far more likely that the one aiding the Fatui in bringing these weapons into our country is a member of the Hiiragi family, who is using his relations’ Kanjou Commission connections to stay under the radar –”

 “What – that can’t be –”

 “Or someone who works at the Grand Narukami Shrine.”

 





22. Chapter 22



 Heizou expected Sara to be incredulous of his alleged suspicions.

 He set it up that way on purpose.

 He didn’t want to name potential culprits who they could investigate and clear or condemn so easily. That would decrease her sense of urgency and could keep them stuck on Kannazuka longer. Yae Miko said that she needed Sara at her monthly shrine appointment tomorrow, and this is the surest way Heizou knows to get her there.

 “I know how it sounds,” he tells Sara, as they sit with her brother, in his office, and Heizou relates the story he prepared for them, and his suspicions. “And I know that my mind isn’t operating at the level where it normally would. But I know what I saw, and I know what I heard. The Fatui are responsible for supplying the rebels with the Delusions, and they have help from someone who’s supposed to be on our side of the war.”

 “If you think about it, it does make sense,” Masahito says gruffly. “The rebellion has been better supplied lately than usual.”

 “The people you’ve named as suspects, however …” Sara shakes her head in disbelief.

 “It would make sense though,” Masahito reiterates. “The rebellion has also been a step or two ahead of us lately, in many ways. If there was someone high up on our side getting intel to them along with the smuggled supplies, suddenly a lot of things start to make sense.”

 “You’re talking about corruption in the Tri-Commission, though,” Sara says. “Or corruption in the Grand Narukami Shrine itself!”

 “I know these aren’t accusations anyone should make lightly,” Heizou says and hangs his head. “If I didn’t think … if I thought that … I … I guess I just thought that you were safe to tell. Because you wouldn’t jump to trying to arrest them, but that you also wouldn’t dismiss this out of hand simply because of their positions. I’m sorry. I took advantage of your nature, knowing that if I brought this to you, you would feel obligated to investigate … or at least you would feel that way if you thought my report was credible. I should have tried to look into it on my own and rule at least one of them out before coming to you … but I didn’t know if I would be able to. My head …”

 “Don’t apologize,” Sara tells him, her voice softening. “You were right to bring this to me. And to ask for help. You’re not well. But you’re not so unwell that your work can’t be trusted at this phase.”

 “We’ll need to proceed with caution,” Masahito says. “But we will proceed in investigating this. You’ve done well, Shikanoin.”

 At another time, Heizou might feel a bit guilty about his deception. Another time when he had his Vision, that is. Another time when he hadn’t just lived through a week from hell.

 “Thank you, sir,” he says politely. Then he takes a deep breath, as though preparing himself to ask a bold question. “If I may … I’d like to stay on this investigation. I realize that my previous impetuous actions are … um … sorry about that.” He scratches his head. “I just felt like I was on the trail of something important, and I was worried I would lose it if I didn’t follow it immediately.”

 “You are fortunate that Madam Kujou has already elected to excuse your absence,” Masahito tells him. “The official reason listed in our personnel logs for your disappearance was ‘Special Assignment,’ I believe.”

 Heizou sneaks a glance at Sara, who is frowning, but nods.

 “I trusted that you had good reasons for your actions, but know that going forward, such impulsiveness will not be tolerated.”

 “I understand. Thank you, Madam Kujou. And General Kujou.” Heizou bows.

 “Sara … I have other matters to attend to. I want to personally check over our defenses and see what needs to be repaired, now that the storm has ended. I trust that you are taking over this special assignment. Can I also assume that you are keeping Shikanoin on it, with you?”

 “Yes,” Sara tells him. “We’ll return to Narukami Island and go from there.”

 Masahito nods. “Before you depart, please have him write a full account of what transpired already on the first half of his mission. Perhaps he can do that in the mess hall. It should be quiet there right now.”

 “Get this kid some food,” is very strong in Masahito’s subtext.

 “Understood,” Sara agrees. She bows to her brother then nods to Heizou to follow her. Heizou bows again, then falls in step behind her.

 They walk to the mess hall in silence, and as Masahito predicted, it’s nearly deserted. Normally there would probably be some stragglers here at this hour, since dinner is barely over, but thanks to the storm ending, everyone’s busy with new assignments before dark falls. There’s still some food left out though. Sara fills up a plate for him, as though Heizou isn’t capable of doing it for himself, heaping his rice bowl high, and piling up fish and vegetables. She guides him to a seat in the corner then, where they’ll likely have privacy even if some of the encampment’s soldiers mill back in after their assignments are done. Then she fixes him with a stern look.

 “I am going to get some ink and paper for you to write with. Sit right here and eat while you wait for me.” You better be right here when I get back, is left unsaid, but her expression makes it very clear that there will be consequences if Heizou’s not right here when she gets back.

 Luckily, for both of them, Heizou has nothing better to do. “Yes, ma’am,” he tells her and takes his seat.

 When she returns, he’s right where she left him. She hands over the paper, ink pot, and brush, then goes to fill a plate for herself. Heizou switches his chopsticks to his left hand so he can eat as he writes, and since writing with his left hand results in drastically different looking script – something he doesn’t care to share with the Tenryou Commission at this point. He can also write much faster with his right hand, and time is of the essence right now. His deadline of getting Sara to the Grand Narukami Shrine tomorrow is at the forefront of his mind. He’s pretty sure he can do it without too much pushing. If he does it right, Sara will even think going is her own idea.

 So, he writes. He puts the story that he carefully planned down on paper – how he made it across Nazuchi Beach while it was flooded, and came across several Fatui grunts waiting to meet up with smugglers. How he overheard snatches of a conversation indicating that they had contacts in high places – then how he was caught by Captain Beidou, who was keeping company with the fugitive Kaedehara Kazuha.

 There’s no point in Heizou trying to conceal that fact. It’s already known that Kazuha is back in Inazuma, and if it’s not known that he’s now part of the Crux Fleet, it will be soon enough. Omitting that point would only make Heizou look suspicious.

 He credits his escape to Kazuha. He knows that detail could be a double-edged sword, but he needs to convince Sara that he is being honest more than he needs to convince anyone of his loyalties at this point. There are those who have certainly forgotten that he and Kazuha are friends, but Heizou doubts Sara is one of them. So, he plays into it, and he plays on her emotions. The ones most people doubt even exist, but Heizou has seen firsthand are real. It’s a dangerous game, but Heizou has nothing to lose at this point, and everything to gain.

 When he’s finished recounting his alleged misadventures, he switches to writing down his fake speculations. How, if the traitor works at the Grand Narukami Shrine, they most likely are in a clerical position. Or if they’re a member of the Hiiragi family, they’re more likely to be a distant cousin than part of the main branch. He lists reasons for why he believes this – little details that would hold up if questioned, but that he admits are speculation, so if they fall apart during their investigation, as he expects them to, it won’t matter so much.

 Heizou finishes writing before he finishes eating then looks mournfully at the pile of rice still in his bowl, then at Sara. Sara gives him a stern, uncompromising look, and Heizou resigns himself to the fact that he’s going to have to finish it. He’s not sure why everyone suddenly feels the need to force feed him. He didn’t lose that much weight when he didn’t get out of bed for a few days …

 He hands over what he just wrote to Sara, and sets about finishing all the food she dished out for him as she reads.

 


 

 Sara doesn’t want to believe that someone at the Grand Narukami Shrine would betray their army – and by extension, their Archon. She has learned, however, that no one’s loyalty should be taken completely for granted. Especially not in times like these. The Vision Hunt Degree and the Sakoku Decree truly have divided their nation. Not everyone’s faith is strong enough to withstand all the earthly temptations or trials they face. Even Sara has found her resolve wavering. Especially since the Vision Hunt Ceremony.

 Even now, Heizou’s resolve to continue his work, to see this task through to the end, forces her to question how could it possibly be right to take something so important from someone as loyal as he is?

 Unfortunately, there are no easy answers.

 If Heizou wanted to retire now, she would let him. She even considers asking him if he’d like to recuse himself now. He’s done more than enough … but loathe as she is to admit it, even to herself, Sara is pretty sure that she needs him for this. She may be a general, but she is no detective.

 She just hopes that the investigation that they’re about to embark on will lead them to the Hiiragi family. She would much prefer even a member of their main branch to turn out to be their traitor than an employee of the Grand Narukami Shrine.

 “There’s something else I should tell you,” Heizou says as Sara finishes reading. “In the interest of full disclosure.”

 “What’s that?”

 “I’m not exactly an unbiased investigator, when it comes to the staff at the Grand Narukami Shrine. My cousin works there. Oh, wait. You know that already, don’t you? You were there when Nana … Sorry. My mind is still kind of a mess.”

 “No need to apologize,” Sara tells him. “And yes. I met your cousin … It was clear that she cares about you very much.”

 “I care about her a lot too. She’s like a sister to me. She doesn’t have much to do with clerical tasks at the shrine, I don’t think. She is, however, friends with the shrine’s quarter master. I … I don’t know how objective I can be when the results of my investigation could hurt her. I’m sorry, I just … I will try, but –”

 Sara cuts him off. “No. It’s alright. You say that it’s not as likely that the traitor works at the Grand Narukami Shrine in these notes. That they’re more likely to be a member of the Hiiragi family.”

 “Yes, but that doesn’t mean they’re not at the Grand Narukami Shrine,” Heizou says miserably.

 “True … so here’s what we’re going to do. You may not know this but, when possible, I visit and make donations to the Grand Narukami Shrine on a monthly basis. On a regular schedule. In fact, were I on Narukami Island and not on assignment, my next visit would be tomorrow. If I turn up there tomorrow, no one will think that anything is amiss. I will see if I can spot anything unusual … pay close attention to see if anyone is acting suspicious. If I notice anything, I will consult with you about it. If not, we will turn our investigation toward the Hiiragi family.”

 “That …” Heizou seems to consider then nods. “That sounds good, I think. I … will think of ways to discreetly approach our investigation into the Hiiragi family. That may involve going into Ritou undercover. We also shouldn’t completely rule out the smuggling rings that are in place there. Even though I don’t think it’s too likely they’re involved … well, wouldn’t it just be easier for everyone if they were?”

 It certainly would be, but if Heizou doesn’t think they’re likely to be the ones helping the Fatui then most likely they’re not. She’s seen how many cases Heizou’s closed in the Doushin and read those cases’ files. While she is not quick to praise him for his unorthodox tactics, she won’t deny that he knows what he is doing.

 “Finish eating,” Sara orders. “Then go to my quarters and get some sleep. I am going to relay this information and our plan to Masahito. We’ll depart tomorrow morning, at first light. I want you fully rested by then.”

 “Understood.” Heizou gives his still heaping bowl of rice a melancholy look, then makes big eyes at Sara, practically begging for clemency.

 Sara clamps down on any sympathy that look might inspire and ignores his silent plea. Maybe with a full belly, he’ll be less likely to go AWOL.

 





23. Chapter 23



 Heizou gets as much sleep as he can while they’re still at the Kujou Encampment. It lets him avoid Sara, and questions, and having to think. Not having to think means having to rely on his Delusion less. His life is harder without it, but he made Kazuha a promise. Or at least told him that he would try to depend on the Delusion less. Which is the same thing as a promise in Heizou’s book. So, he fully intends to do what he said he would and at least try.

 It’s easier when he’s unconscious.

 When he awakes the next morning, everything feels grey and bleary. He reaches into his pocket and touches his Delusion on instinct. Everything sharpens up then but leaves Heizou mentally grimacing. When did it become habit to reach for his Delusion upon waking?

 He briefly contemplates shutting it away when he gets home. Putting it in a box, so he can’t touch it first thing when he wakes up, or maybe leaving it on the other side of his room … but no. If he wakes up needing it, then he’s going to need it right then. Heizou lives a dangerous enough life that someone trying to kill him in his sleep could very well happen. Being able to wake up and react immediately and decisively is a necessity for him.

 This is a problem, but one that Heizou decides to put off. The more he dwells on it and tries to solve it, the faster his thoughts will start to dim again and the sooner he’ll need to use his Delusion again. Besides, if everything goes according to Yae Miko’s plan, this might resolve itself.

 The memory of what the day is going to bring helps Heizou crawl out of his bedroll. He’s not surprised to see that Sara already snuck out. Or maybe she never went to bed last night at all. Heizou couldn’t say. Either way, she’s not in her room of the encampment’s sparse officer’s quarters, where Heizou spent the night.

 He heads to the mess hall to get breakfast before anyone can take it upon themselves to get his breakfast for him, because Heizou really doesn’t want to have to eat his weight in rice for two meals in a row.

 Sara finds him there right as he’s finishing up. While she does frown at the sight of the solitary bowl on his tray, she doesn’t drag him back to the line to get more – only informs him that they’ll be departing within the hour so that he’ll be ready. Not that there’s anything in particular he has to do to get ready.

 They leave on the tide and make it back to Narukami Island without incident. Heizou expects them to part ways once they dock at Amakane Island – that makes the most sense, beings that Sara needs to go north to the Grand Narukami Shrine, while Heizou’s orders are to return to his home and rest until Sara calls upon him. Sara, however, insists on personally accompanying him back to his apartment to make sure that he gets there safely.

 Returning home feels odd in a way that’s hard to describe.

 It feels like he’s been away far longer than he actually has been. Or like this was his home in another life. His memories of the time he spent here are faded and fuzzy … especially the ones from that lost half-week, after his Vision was taken from him.

 “Are you alright?” Sara asks, startling Heizou, and he realizes that he’s blocking the doorway. Not that it seems to matter much – it doesn’t seem like Sara was waiting for him to step inside so she could follow him. Heizou’s not sure why or what else she was doing. He was too caught up with his own thoughts to pay attention to her.

 “Yes,” Heizou tells her. “Sorry, I … sorry.”

 “No need to apologize.”

 People have been telling Heizou that a lot lately.

 Sara runs her fingers over the doorframe, then steps into Heizou’s apartment, now that he’s out of the way – and now that Heizou is looking, he sees that the wood of the frame has recently been replaced where she was checking it. Heizou frowns. He should remember his doorframe getting damaged, since that’s clearly what happened, but he has absolutely no recollection of it.

 A few other things catch Heizou’s eye as being out of place once he actually starts looking around – namely a basket of fresh Lavender Melons and a few packages on the counter of his kitchen area. Everything else fits into Heizou’s mind as having been his, back before this whole mess started, but those things seem both off and familiar somehow. There’s a sprig of Nakuweed tucked into the string wrapped around one of the packages. Heizou’s pretty sure that means something, but his mind is lagging.

 “Oh, I think those are – I know that Kuki Shinobu has been keeping an eye out for you,” Sara tells him after following his gaze to the counter. “I suppose that extends to keeping an eye on your place. Hopefully entering lawfully, with a key.”

 Amusement flickers through Heizou’s mind and makes him doubt that, somehow. Mainly because he doesn’t recall ever giving her a key to his place. On approach, he finds a hand drawn card laying flat on the counter near the packages, attributing them to the friendly neighborhood Arataki Gang.

 “Alright … I’ve seen you here safely. Your home seems secure. Your door has been fixed.” Sara looks slightly sheepish as she reports this. “And you have some supplies to get you through the next few days. I should be back tonight – tomorrow at the very latest – but I wanted to make sure you would be okay. Since it seems like you will be, I’ll be off now. Wait here for my return. I’ll brief you when I get back.”

 “Understood,” Heizou says.

 “And I do mean that, Shikanoin,” Sara says sternly. “No running off to investigate on your own. That is a direct order.”

 “I understand. I’ll stay here.” Heizou even means it. At least while he’s saying it. He thinks that he can afford to bide his time while seeing what Sara’s visit to the shrine shakes loose. Maybe he’ll even mix himself a sleeping draught to make sure the day passes without him needing to rely on his Delusion. No. On second thought, that’s not a good idea. If he was somewhere secure, like headquarters or the Kujou Encampment, yes, but alone and unguarded, not so much. Heizou knows he has enemies and Sara was concerned enough about them to personally see him here.

 Sara clearly doesn’t completely trust Heizou – she knows him too well for that – but she has an appointment to keep and not much time to waste. So, she takes her leave after giving him one final forbidding glare.

 Then Heizou is alone with his rapidly dimming thoughts and blurry memories.

 The temptation to touch the Delusion is obviously there. Heizou shoves it back and turns toward the wrapped parcels on his counter again. He needs the distraction.

 The gifts from the Arataki Gang turn out to be more food. Considering what Heizou knows about them, that probably should have been predictable. He at least has enough presence of mind to be able to detect Shinobu’s influence on their selections – shelf stable stuff that would have been okay left on his counter for a week or more, like rice cakes and paper packets of dry soup ingredients.

 Heizou lights his stove and starts heating water to put one of those soup packets to use. It’s about lunchtime and cooking is something that’s easy enough to do and can kill time – not to mention it’s easier to sleep with a full stomach. Maybe after lunch he’ll try to take a nap. It will likely mean he won’t be able to sleep very well tonight, but he’ll cross that bridge when he comes to it.

 Heizou’s just finished stirring the soup ingredients into the small pot of water that he boiled when there’s a knock on his door. Then, before he has time to wonder who’s there, a familiar voice rings out.

 “Hey. It’s me.”

 Heizou knows that voice. He does. But his memories just won’t connect. At least not until he reaches into his pocket to brush his fingers against his Delusion. Then he remembers. It’s Sango.

 And in the clarity brought by the Delusion, he realizes that the reason he couldn’t remember her was because his past life as a detective was so entangled with his ambitions and plans for his future, even if his partnership with Sango is in the past. It seems like that’s enough to get many of the memories associated with her shoved into the ever-shifting void in his mind. Even with a bit of aid from the Delusion, Heizou can’t quite recall what their falling out was over. He probably could if he held onto the Delusion for a moment or two, but he resists the urge. He doesn’t think it’s important right now. Despite whatever happened, Sango is still a friend. He thinks. He does remember hearing her on the other side of his door now, while he was lost in a haze of despair. She came to check on him after he lost his Vision.

 So, Heizou has no hesitations about opening the door for her.

 The delicious scent of fried food hits him the moment he does, and his eyes are immediately drawn to the box in Sango’s hands.

 “Hey. Heizou. My eyes are up here.”

 “What?” Heizou blinks. “No, I was –”

 “I’m teasing you,” Sango says hastily. “Which I probably shouldn’t right now. Sorry. Force of habit. May I come in?”

 “Oh. Yes, please come in.”

 Heizou almost reaches for his Delusion again. Maybe if his holds onto it for a few seconds longer, his mind will get sharper and he’ll stop feeling like he’s on his back foot. However, he currently has enough mental acuity to realize that’s a bad idea and why. He knows how addiction works. It’s very unpleasant to recognize potential symptoms in his own behavior, but here they are.

 “Thank you,” Heizou tells Sango as she steps inside. “For the food. I mean, I assume that food’s for me.”

 “That’s a brilliant deduction.” Sango strides to the kitchen area to set the box down and start unpacking it. “I mean, yes. It’s for you.”

 Sango seems unusually familiar with Heizou’s kitchen. That realization is accompanied by a flash of memories – late nights working on cases here, before he joined the Doushin. Eating on the floor together. Laughing. Celebrating another case cracked with fried food and hot sake.

 That’s right. They were good friends once. But for the life of him, he still can’t remember what changed that.

 He stays silent as Sango grabs plates and cups from his cabinets and chopsticks from the utensil drawer, and dishes out the proper amount of food for both of them. What she brought looks infinitely better than the soup Heizou made for himself.

 “So,” Sango says, after plopping herself down on the floor with both their plates. “You’re back.”

 “Yes.” Heizou joins her on the floor. “You were keeping an eye on my place?”

 “My people were, yes. You may be an annoying brat, but that’s doesn’t mean I’m going to let bad things happen to you. At least not if I can stop them.” Sango slides his plate to him.

 “Thank you.”

 “You’re welcome. So. I take it you figured out what they so desperately needed you to figure out at the front. That’s why you’re back so soon.”

 “I –”

 “Can neither confirm nor deny that you went there to investigate anything at all.” Sango’s voice is sardonic, but light – teasing him still.

 “I actually have something I need your help with.”

 “Oh?” Sango perks up.

 This move makes sense – the biggest risk in it is actually Sango figuring out everything that’s going on, dragging Heizou out to sea by his hair, and making him throw his Delusion into the ocean himself … which might be for the best, though Heizou obviously doesn’t want that to happen. But this is the move that Heizou would make if this was a real investigation. He’s sure of it. Since he promised Sara he wouldn’t go out and investigate himself, he wouldn’t miss the opportunity to send a trusted proxy out in his place when it fell right into his lap. Even, or especially if involving an outside party is pushing the boundaries of Tenryou Comission protocols and is guaranteed to annoy his superiors.

 “I … give me a minute. It’s harder to think now, and I need to figure out what I can and can’t tell you,” Heizou says. “Sorry. Military protocol –”

 “I get it. But you know that I’m going to figure out everything myself eventually, right?”

 “Yes. I know.” And she will. Unless Yae Miko’s plan works and makes all Heizou’s problems a nonissue. It’s good to have a backup plan, though. Someone who might be able to save him from himself if the worst happens. “I’m actually counting on it.”

 


 

 Sara has misgivings about leaving Heizou alone. Naturally. She knows that she’s just as likely to return to Inazuma City and find that he’s snuck out as she is to get back and find him where she left him. There’s not much she can do about that though, except reallocate some of the Doushin who are keeping watch on the street, and have them keep an eye on Heizou’s apartment – and an eye out for the slippery detective. Their new instructions are to tail him if they see him trying to slip out, and to not let him out of their sight. Heizou will know that he’s being followed, of course, and if he wants to shake off his pursuit, Sara doesn’t think there’s much these rank-and-file guards will be able to do to stop him, but they have a better chance of sticking with him if they don’t bother with trying to be subtle.

 It’s the best she can do, and she hopes it will be enough, but for the next few hours she can’t afford to worry about Shikanoin. She has too much else on her plate – namely her own part of the investigation, which is trying to ferret out any wrongdoers who have managed to operate under the nose of Lady Guuji at the Grand Narukami Shrine.

 Sara doesn’t have much hope that Heizou is wrong altogether. She knows better than to doubt him by now. So, she places her hopes in him being right about it being a member of the Hiiragi family who’s betraying the country, rather than a member of the Grand Narukami Shrine.

 Those hopes, however, are crushed almost immediately upon her arrival to the shrine, when she finds Lady Guuji herself at the summit, engaged in a conversation with a familiar golden-haired outlander and their floating companion, and the words of their conversation drift to Sara’s sharp ears.

 “So my plan is …” Yae Miko is saying as Sara steps within hearing distance, “to incite rebellion in the Tenryou Commission.”

 Sara freezes in place as her blood runs cold.

 “Rebellion?!” squeaks the being that Sara has come to know as Paimon. “What are you talking about? After everything you just said, it sounds like the Tenryou Commission has rebelled already!”

 The white thing’s words barely register, Sara is in so much shock … but the surprises are far from over.

 Lady Guuji chuckles. “When I say rebellion, I don’t mean betraying the Shogunate … I mean, inciting a certain someone to betray the Tenryou Commission. If we manage to convince her, I’m quite sure we’ll be able to get you another audience with the Raiden Shogun.”

 “Who is this ‘certain someone?’” the Traveler asks dryly.

 “I’ll give you a clue. She’s currently in charge of the Shogun’s Army, she visits the shrine at this time every month, and she is our guest today,” Yae says, then shifts her gaze past Paimon and the Traveler to make eye contact with Sara, and Sara realizes that the priestess knew that she was listening all along. “She also appears to be standing right behind you …”

 That startles Sara out of her shock and she draws herself up and strides forward, ready for a fight. “Don’t move a muscle! You’ve got some nerve showing up here in the shrine when there’s an active warrant for your arrest!”
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24. Chapter 24



 “Don’t move a muscle! You’ve got some nerve showing up here in the shrine when there’s an active warrant for your arrest!”

 Sara’s head is spinning. She didn’t truly believe that there was anything here to find, despite Heizou’s theories – she’d been sure, or at least hoping, that a lesser member of the Hiiragi family was the traitor they were looking for. That would have been the lesser of the two evils. To find the Traveler and their companion here when she’s looking for Fatui ties means … Sara doesn’t even know what that means. She needs time to process it – and needs to take control of this situation so that she can have that time.

 “Don’t even think about trying anything. Surrender now, you’re coming with me to headquarters. Seize him!” Sara orders.

 “Affirmative!” Motosuke immediately starts forward.

 “K – Kujou Sara!” the being known as Paimon squeaks in fear, trembling where she floats as Sara’s men level their spears at her and the man known as Aether.

 A stab of pity cuts through Sara at the sight. She shoves it aside. Paimon might look frail and innocent, but she has chosen to align herself with the Shogun’s enemies. Sara turned a blind eye to them once before … if she hadn’t … if she hadn’t then Heizou would not be in the position he’s in now. Wouldn’t be struggling to be more than a shell of the man he used to be. Guilt and anger quickly replace pity. Sara won’t make the same mistake twice. She steps forward, ready to subdue the two herself when –

 “Uh-uh-uh,” Yae cuts in. “It seems that you’re forgetting, this is the Grand Narukami Shrine. Use of force here is strictly forbidden. Before you proceed, which of you would like to face criminal charges for dishonoring the Shogun, hmm?

 Sara makes an undignified sound in her frustration. “Guuji Yae … please tell me you are not sheltering a wanted criminal here?”

 “We are just friends,” Yae says, though her eyes gleam with mischief. “I don’t see what sheltering has to do with it. Tell your subordinates to leave, we have things to discuss.”

 Sara hesitates. Stamps down on the urge to make another undignified noise. Then she obeys. Because she wants to trust Guuji Yae – wants to believe that there’s a rational reason for this that doesn’t involve treachery. Perhaps there are multiple things going on here. Inazuma’s intelligence reports on the Traveler always indicated they were at odds with the Fatui. It would make no sense for them to be involve in smuggling Fatui weapons into the country …

 “All of you, outside,” Sara orders at last. She has the feeling that this conversation is best kept confidential for now.

 “As you wish.” Her subordinates bow to her, then take their leave.

 Only once they’re gone does Sara speak again. “Guuji Yae, I’m a little curious – does it not also dishonor the Shogun to hide a wanted criminal at her grand shrine?”

 Yae chuckles. “You are the same as ever, Kujou Sara. No one can match you when it comes to loyalty to the Shogun.”

 “As a servant, loyalty to the Shogun is my duty. And as a warrior, I dedicate my life to following the way of the Shogun.”

 “Even though she will one day … seize your Vision, too?” Yae asks slyly.

 Sara mentally flinches – hopefully only mentally. No, she’s certain that her disconcertion is visible, but she can’t help it. The memory of Heizou, lost and empty eyed will probably haunt her for the rest of her life – or at least as long as she maintains both her memory and her sense of self. If she is stripped of her Vision … that might be far shorter than the actual duration of her life. Even so, she quickly composes herself now, and answers with as much conviction as she is able to.

 “The Vision Hunt Decree is the Shogun’s chosen course, and I shall not question it.”

 Yae sighs dramatically. “It’s tragic … such wholehearted devotion, rendered meaningless by circumstance. Have you been kept in the dark? Or are you the only one left in the light?”

 An unsettling feeling begins creeping into Sara’s gut. “Lady Guuji, I need you to be direct. Tell me exactly what you mean.”

 Yae complies. “The Vision Hunt Decree is a trap. Part of a Fatui plot to bring Inazuma to its knees. And your masters, the Kujou Clan of the Tenryou Commission – they are the ones keeping the truth from reaching the Shogun.”

 If she weren’t already investigating the Hiiragi Family and the Grand Narukami Shrine for treason, that accusation would hit so much harder. Even now, Sara can’t help but be incredulous … though it’s not nearly as unbelievable as it would have been only days ago. “You’re saying the Kujou Clan … betrayed the Shogunate?”

 “Yes,” Yae says, “that’s exactly what I’m saying.”

 “Guuji Yae, your allegation is not only dangerous but ridiculous,” Sara says with as much conviction as she can, though the seed of doubt is starting to take root. She tries to deny it – calls upon that which she knows to be true to counter it – but somehow her words don’t hold the same fervor they once would have. “The Tri-Commission has served the Shogun since ancient times and remains absolutely loyal to this day. Ever since I was adopted by the Kujou Clan, I have seen and heard nothing but pure devotion toward the Shogun. At every level of the Tenryou Commission — especially from the head of the clan, Kujou Takayuki … He reveres the Musou no Hitotachi more than anyone. My own respect for the Shogun pales in comparison to his. How could he ever even dream of acting against the Shogun?”

 “Three days …” is Yae’s answer, and her confidence is infuriating, especially in the face of Sara’s own internal doubts. “Come back here in three days, and I will show you the evidence. As a Guuji, there’s one thing I know very well: People believe whatever they want to believe. Some things you do not see, simply because you do not wish to look. And so … it falls to me to place the truth before your eyes, in all its ugliness.”

 Sara responds with as much confidence as she can. “Hmph … three days? I’ll be here. But if I don’t see any evidence, I will demand a formal apology for slandering the Kujou Clan. Also … He will have to come with me.” She looks past Yae, to where the Traveler stands, bold as brass in the shrine devoted to worship of the Shogun, despite being in open defiance of Her Excellency.

 “Wonderful,” Yae says with a self-assured smile. “Then I’ll see you in three days. I look forward to it very much.”

 With that, Sara takes her leave.

 “That was so scary! Paimon wasn’t expecting to run into Kujou Sara here …” Sara hears the floating fairy chattering behind her as she leaves. “But Miko, you mentioned evidence of the Tenryou Commission’s betrayal. Is that all in hand and good to go, or … ?”

 Sara is too far away to hear Yae’s answer, as much as she would have liked to. Well, either way, if Yae had the evidence here now, she would have shown it to Sara now. Which means that in any case, the alleged evidence is not currently here, and it’s clearly not something that Sara will believe without actually seeing. Perhaps there was a time when Sara would not have believed it even if she did see it … after the events of the past few weeks, however …

 Heizou’s empty eyes flash through Sara’s mind again. Sara grimaces and keeps walking, trying not to think. Because there’s a small treacherous part of her that might actually hope Yae is right. If the Vision Hunt Decree is a Fatui-designed trap … if the Shogun truly does not know about it … is it possible that it could be repealed?

 Sara doesn’t know. She shouldn’t be wondering, or hoping, or even thinking about this either way. Instead, she forces her mind back to what she needs to do next. Checking in with Heizou, assuming the brat is where she left him.

 


 

 After Sango leaves the minutes creep by, each one feeling like an hour. The temptation to touch the Delusion grows every passing moment. Soon, it’s all Heizou can think about.

 He can’t sleep when he tries to nap. Can’t read when he opens a book. If he thought that stress eating would help, he would definitely try it, but the more time passes, the less appetizing anything seems. Even the leftover fried food Sanzo brought and put away for him before she left. It being cold now probably does nothing for its appeal, but Heizou has the feeling that even right out of the fryer he would be completely disinterested in it. Same with alcohol. Though the idea of drinking himself into oblivion is appealing, Heizou doesn’t think he could stomach actually downing it right now.

 “Just a little longer,” he tells himself over and over. Sometimes even out loud. “Just a little longer.”

 He’ll use the Delusion to sharpen his mind when Sara or Sango return. When he needs to be able to think. He doesn’t need to right now. He can wait.

 He only cheats once – lets his fingers brush against the Delusion for just a moment when the haze in his mind gets to be too much. Heizou’s not even sure that he did it on purpose. He thinks that he reached out for it without meaning to, subconsciously. Honestly, he’s not sure if that’s better or worse than cheating deliberately.

 The clarity it gives him is nice, but soured by guilt. In his mind’s eye, Heizou can see Kazuha looking at him with concern. Not disappointment, though he deserves it. Just concern. Somehow that’s worse.

 Then the cycle of waiting begins anew, every second dragging as his thoughts slowly grow muddled once again.

 Mercifully, it’s interrupted this time before his mind degrades too much. Sara knocks on his door and announces herself, and that’s Heizou’s cue to grip his Delusion tightly, letting it chill his mind and bring things into icy focus once more.

 He lets his boss in and is not sure if it’s a good sign or bad that she is clearly rattled. “Is everything okay?” he asks.

 “I – yes. Everything is fine,” Sara tells him – an obvious lie, but Heizou can’t really hold it against her. He’s been lying to her nonstop for a while now, and whatever she saw or learned has definitely thrown her. He pretends not to notice, though – plays the part of her struggling Visionless subordinate.

 “I can’t remember … where did you go again?”

 “To the Grand Narukami Shrine,” Sara reminds him. “Because of your theory that the Fatui were either being aided by someone there, or by a member of the Hiiragi family.”

 Heizou stares at her and does his best to pretend like this is news to him, but that he’s trying to pretend it isn’t. “Oh. Right. Did you find … ?”

 “I … didn’t find any sign of the Fatui’s influence,” Sara tells him. “Nothing I saw indicated that anyone there was aiding them.”

 Her voice rings of truth. Which is good. Especially since Heizou wasn’t expecting her to find anything of the sort there. The entire point of sending her had been to comply with Yae Miko’s request and simply get her there. Whatever happened with Yae, or by Yae’s design must have really shaken Sara. Heizou wonders if Yae actually let it slip that the current Raiden Shogun is a puppet? That could be what’s making Sara hide what happened – that, or a number of other uncomfortable truths. Heizou’s not sharp enough now to try to suss out which ones Yae may have revealed.

 “Good … Uh … Can I offer you something? Some tea? Or food?” Heizou has a vague memory of doing just that the first time Sara was in his home – the host instincts that his mother drilled into him shining through.

 “No thank you,” Sara declines. She hesitates a moment, then closes her eyes, looking extremely stressed. But when she opens them again, her discomfiture is well hidden. “I suppose that now, the logical course of action is to shift our investigation’s focus to Ritou.”

 “Right … Um … Confession. I kind of already have.”

 Sara’s eyes snap to him. “What?”

 “I wanted to go myself. But you ordered me not to. Then Sango showed up to check on me. So I hired her to investigate in my place. She’s trustworthy – the Doushin keep her on retainer for hard cases that I can’t be on for whatever reason. If I couldn’t investigate it myself, Sango is the one who I trust most to find any truths hidden there.”

 “I see …” Sara frowns, but considers this new development. “When do you expect her to report back?”

 “Uh … we didn’t discuss timeframes, since investigations take as long as they take, but if I know Sango, she’ll probably keep at it all evening, and probably all night, then return to Inazuma City to check in with me tomorrow morning.”

 Sara considers this. “I want to be there when she makes her first report – the first time she makes it. Details are inevitably left out in subsequent retellings, and I want to hear them all, if there is anything to tell.” Her tone betrays that she doesn’t think there will be anything for Sango to find, making Heizou even more certain that something happened at the Grand Narukami Shrine.

 “Understood,” Heizou says dutifully, if dully. He doesn’t have to feign his lack of enthusiasm for that, at least. Trekking to headquarters with Sango early in the morning, after she pulls an all-nighter and is extra snarky because of it wouldn’t be his idea of a good time even if he wasn’t currently exhausted just by living.

 Sara’s expression softens, minutely. “I will station a guard outside your apartment tonight, as an added precaution for your safety. He will relay her return to me. Have Sango hold her report until I arrive.”

 “Understood,” Heizou says again.

 “Also … just as another precaution, I intend to return to the Grand Narukami Shrine again in three days time. Just for another cursory glance around. I don’t expect to find anything new, but I prefer to be thorough.”

 “Um … yes. That’s a good idea,” Heizou says, pretending that he’s confused but trying not to sound confused. Pretending as though that isn’t ridiculously suspicious.

 Yeah, something definitely happened at the shrine.
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 The Alcor returns to the seized Delusion factory after dropping Heizou off. There is still plenty of work to do there – the crystal marrow that they seem to have refined into the Delusions isn’t just poisonous. It’s the remains of the deity that Watatsumi Island still worships, which makes the whole situation even more complicated. It’s sacrilegious for one thing – for the Shogun’s people or their allies to be mutilating the Orobashi’s corpse. That they turned it into weapons that have been hurting the people of Watatsumi and their allies sparks rage in those native to the island.

 It also opens the door to further problems regarding the Delusions themselves. Not just amongst those who previously had them and refused to give them up, but among those of Sangonomiya’s people who follow the old ways. There is an argument that these Delusions are the birth rite of those who worship Orobashi – that their fallen god would want them to use the Delusions against those who follow its murderer.

 Tensions are high and everyone is on edge as the factory is broken down, and the Delusions and raw materials that make them are carted away. Perhaps part of that is because the byproducts from refining the crystal marrow have poisoned the land, because when Kazuha is assigned guard duty on the ships transporting everything to Watatsumi Island, he always feels much better once they’re out at sea.

 The sailors of the Crux are depended on for these transports. Sangonomiya recognizes the dissent amongst her own troops, and the greater levels of discipline that the Crux’s mercs have. Even so, Beidou makes sure to have people she trusts explicitly, as well as the allogenes amongst the Crux on hand to watch these shipments – people she knows would never betray her orders, or who wouldn’t be tempted to steal a Delusion either way, since they already have a Vision.

 Those amongst the rebellion whose Visions were taken from them are all notably assigned elsewhere for the duration of the cleanup.

 It feels like it takes a week. In actuality, it only takes about two days. It’s tedious and nerve wracking because everyone is waiting for dissent to spark, and everyone knows how close they are to seeing tempers boil over, but they make it through without bloodshed or mutiny … and at the end of it, they’re given cause for hope. Because Aether checks in.

 Kazuha is not there for it, unfortunately. He’s overseeing the final shipment of crystal marrow, on one of the Crux’s transport ships. Beidou, however is at the Sangonomiya Shrine when Aether arrives, and is present for the briefing between him, Paimon, Gorou, and Kokomi. Naturally, she fills Kazuha in.

 “The Traveler and Paimon came to at the Grand Narukami Shrine. Aether’s recovered enough to do some specialized training for dealing with the Shogun’s lightning, apparently. And Heizou did his part and got Kujou Sara to the shrine for her monthly visit. Aether and Paimon were given an ultimatum to provide evidence that the Tenryou Commission has betrayed the Shogunate in three days, or to give themselves up for arrest.”

 “Three days?” Kazuha asks with a frown. “That’s –”

 “Enough time, according to them,” Beidou says. “Got to admire their confidence. Apparently, they’ve already recruited a ninja stealth specialist and met with a few sympathetic government officials about what kind of things their ninja needs to find for them. They’re planning a distraction for when they send her in, which is supposed to be tomorrow tonight. If all goes well, they should have the evidence in hand and ready to give to Kujou on the day of the deadline, or so they say. I’m inclined to believe it, since it’s coming from them.”

 “Yes,” Kazuha agrees. The Traveler’s problem-solving skills are legendary. Considering how they’ve already attracted the Shogun’s attention and survived the encounter, as well as multiple brushes with Kujou Sara, and have now even been recruited by Yae Miko herself … well, it makes it feel like the winds are changing.

 “We’re wrapping up things here and taking on fresh water,” Beidou tells Kazuha. “Then I’m taking the entirety of the fleet as close to the capitol as we can get without provoking them into a full-scale naval battle. I want to be on hand in case our assistance is needed.”

 “Probably a good idea,” Kazuha agrees. Because he gets the sense that things are coming to a head too. If Aether is successful in getting evidence that the Tenryou Commission has betrayed the Shogun then the country is likely to fall into turmoil very suddenly. The time to strike will be at hand.

 “Sangonomiya’s sending some of her troops as well,” Beidou continues with a knowing look. “She wants them dropped off ahead of time, so they can blend in amongst the populace and be right there, ready to act when the moment arrives.”

 She’s silent a moment. Kazuha is too. Then Beidou asks.

 “Did you want to be amongst them?”

 “Yes,” Kazuha admits. “If the choice is left to me, my preference would be to be there, where I might be able to make a difference in the moment. But I will go where you order me to. If you want me to remain with you, I will, without complaint.”

 Beidou studies him for a moment, then gives a slight nod. “Gorou’s squad is among those going ashore. Shouldn’t be hard to find you a place with him.”

 “Thank you.” There’s not much else to say. Not right now, at least. Yes, this might turn out to be the turning point in this war against the Shogun. If things go right, everything could change in an instant. But it would feel like they were asking for trouble if they spoke of or made plans for what they intend to do afterwards. Kazuha doesn’t even know himself if he’ll stay on in Inazuma once this is all over, or if he’ll continue his wanderings across Teyvat. It will largely depend on if Heizou ultimately ends up okay, he knows. Even if they win, it’s still impossible to tell if those who lost their Visions will be the same again once they get them back. If they’re not, Heizou will need more help.  And Kazuha will not abandon him again.

 One thing at a time, Kazuha tells himself. Then he bows to Beidou before heading off to follow her next order – checking in with Gorou.

 


 

 Sango doesn’t return the next morning, as Heizou predicted she would.

 He actually managed to get a decent night’s sleep despite everything that’s happening – or perhaps because of it. With Sara keeping secrets, the renown Traveler on the case, and Yae Miko’s plan clearly already in motion, something is likely to happen, and soon.

 Heizou doesn’t know what and doesn’t use his Delusion to try to figure it out. If he had his Vision, it would probably be all that he was able to think about, but its absence makes him care less about this mystery, even though its outcome directly affects him. The general sense of hopefulness he has about the issue seems to put his mind at ease, however, and he is actually able to get some decent rest. In the oblivion of sleep, he’s bothered by neither his Vision’s absence nor his growing need to use his Delusion to keep his mind sharp.

 His worry when the morning stretches on and on with no word from Sango turns out to be something independent from his past and the ambitions that once defined him and who he was when he had his Vision. Because Sango is still his friend, and he knows her well. It’s not like her to go so long without checking in with someone, and while it’s possible that she may have only gone to see Ryuuji, she definitely would have sent her assistant to relay that to Heizou so that he wouldn’t worry.

 Waiting grows agonizing for a far different reason today than yesterday, and Heizou almost swears he can feel his mind being altered by his worry. It’s not pleasant, but it drags things into clarity without needing to use the Delusion. His sense of wrongness about his friend’s delay grows by the hour, and Heizou finds himself battling with indecision.

 Heading out to find Sango himself is his first instinct.

 It’s not a practical course of action – he does know that. Though his physical condition is much better than it was at the beginning of this whole mess, he really doesn’t have any business running halfway across the island and hopping across a sandbar to the next one. His dependence on his Delusion makes that even more true. Though it puts him nearly back at the level of mental prowess he once naturally had, it’s still very much an untested weapon that is likely leading him down the path of addiction and has the potential to backfire on him at any time. He’ll need to use the Delusion if he goes haring off after Sango. Of that he is certain. Because Sango’s delayed return and the likelihood of it meaning that something went wrong almost certainly means that she got in over her head somehow.

 That, in and of itself is almost funny. Because Heizou only really sent her to investigate in Ritou so that he could tell Sara that he did. Because it’s what he would have done if he had truly deduced that there were traitors afoot in Ritou. Which begets the question … are there actually traitors in Ritou? And are they linked to the Hiiragi family as he claimed they probably were? Sango’s investigation would have certainly led her toward them, since she was acting on Heizou’s intel. Did she really find something?

 She must have. If she hadn’t, she would have taken the time to let him know that her search hadn’t turned up anything yet, but that she was about to head back out and try another approach. So, she’s definitely found something. But the possibility of her simply being engrossed in her investigation still exists.  It’s not a foregone conclusion that she’s in trouble …

 Though the more time that passes, the more certain Heizou becomes that she is in trouble – and the stronger the urge to head out to Ritou himself grows.

 There are a number of reasons he doesn’t, however.

 For one, he’s under orders not to. He could get around them on a technicality, he’s fairly certain. He could claim that he thought the order to stay home only applied to yesterday. Or claim to have forgotten that he was under orders altogether. Sara’s kind of a sucker for his dazed and confused act, lately.

 The guard outside his door is another obstacle, but a minor one. Windows exist. Or Heizou could claim to be going out for another reason – groceries, a trip to the bathhouse, or even to go to the detective agency to check up on Sango himself.

 The distance might be the greatest thing deterring Heizou from rushing out after his former partner. Not because he doesn’t think he’s up to it, but because of the sheer amount of time it takes to get from Inazuma City to the north end of Narukami Island, and then across the sandbar that stretches the rest of the way to Ritou. The better part of the day would be spent traveling even if he was in good shape. With the way he is now, it would probably take him until after dusk to get to the other island.

 Normally that wouldn’t be a deterrent for Heizou … but something will be happening the day after tomorrow. Something between Sara and Yae. Something that could potentially get him back his Vision. Heizou is loath to miss it. What if by missing whatever is going to happen, he also misses the chance to get his Vision back altogether?

 The thought makes him sick … but the thought of Sango needing him, and him not going to her because he’s so concerned about himself makes him sick too.

 What if she really needs him?

 What if she doesn’t and he loses his Vision forever?

 Indecision keeps him paralyzed for most of the afternoon. He tries to tell himself that he’s waiting until Sara comes by, to make sure that base is covered. Since she said she would come when Sango arrived to give her report. Heizou expects her to make an appearance even though Sango hasn’t yet, because it’s Sara’s way to stay on top of things … but bizarrely, Sara never appears either.

 Whatever happened at the shrine really rattled her.

 Heizou’s not sure if that makes it more or less likely that Yae’s plan will succeed. When he tries to reason it out it makes his head spin.

 The afternoon wears on. In his mind, Heizou keeps calculating what time it will be when he reaches Ritou if he leaves now. It isn’t until he finally gets a visitor that he makes his decision. It’s not Sango who comes to call on him. Nor Sara. In the end, it’s Ryuuji who shows up, his face twisted with worry.

 “Have you heard from her?” Ryuuji asks. “I haven’t seen her since yesterday. It isn’t like her to stay on an investigation so long without checking in. Not unless …”

 “Something’s wrong,” Heizou says softly.

 “Do you know anything? Where she might be or who she might have been talking to before … before she got into trouble?” Ryuuji asks.

 “No … But I’m going to find out.”

 It’s the dread on Ryuuji’s face that makes up Heizou’s mind for him – and makes him ashamed that it took him so long to make this decision.

 “But you – aren’t you –”

 “I’ll be okay. It’s Sango we need to worry about now,” Heizou says, even as he grips his Delusion. Just for a moment. Just so he can figure out the best way to slip past the guard. After that, he’ll hold off on using it again until he reaches Ritou. If he can.
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 It takes more effort for Heizou to convince Ryuuji to stay in Inazuma City than it does to sneak out of his apartment.

 Despite his insistence on Ryuuji staying behind, Heizou understands where he’s coming from. Sango isn’t just his boss. She’s his friend and the one who saved him from a literal death sentence – a fact that Heizou couldn’t remember until he actually had his Delusion in his hand and probably won’t be able to remember for long once he releases it. Probably because he himself played a part in that case when he still had his Vision. Thankfully, Ryuuji is unaware of the fact that Heizou is mentally crippled without the damned thing, but considering the state he was in when last they met, it makes perfect sense why Ryuuji doesn’t want Heizou going after Sango alone.

 This, however, is not a task that Ryuuji is well suited for. Though he’s a decent investigator, thanks to Sango’s tutelage, he’s lacking in both stealth and decisiveness, and Heizou would be reluctant to bring anyone along on this mission, no matter how capable they were. Even Sango herself. Even Kazuha. Because there are eyes everywhere in Ritou and it’s so much harder for two people to escape notice than it is for just one. If Sango hadn’t been able to when she was alone, there’s no way Heizou possibly can when he’s got a well-meaning but conspicuous shadow.

 The fact that Sango was caught is one that Heizou is able to verify almost immediately upon his arrival in Ritou, when he finally makes it there. He gets in late, thanks to his late start and Ryuuji’s trepidations. The town is under curfew – or at least all the Outlanders are, but that only really means they all congregate in the same place once legit business are closed to them. If there’s one thing that can be counted on in a population under lockdown, it’s that there will be some sort of underground drinking establishment where malcontents will gather to share their grievances.

 Heizou knows where Ritou’s is, of course. He made it a point to learn when things started getting bad for Outlanders under the Sakoku Decree. Technically, he should have arrested everyone there for being in violation of curfew once he found the place, but Heizou never was the sort of Doushin to do everything by the book. He wasn’t going to bother with Outlanders who were just out drinking as long as that was all they were doing. Not when they were so useful for keeping tabs on people who could potentially cause Inazuma problems. And useful for keeping tabs on the black market. Shipments of smuggled books in particular. What was really criminal was how their import was banned while Heizou was in the middle of reading multiple series … or at least that’s how Heizou used to feel. Even with the Delusion to help him out, Heizou can’t feel more than the ghost of the excitement he used to have for the books he once loved.

 Thanks to those books, however, he’s known amongst Ritou’s smugglers and malcontents. Not as Shikanoin Heizou, Detective Extraordinaire, but as a cagey bookworm with really thick glasses who might or might not be of Mondstadter origin, and who is too wary of getting caught on his search for banned books to ever give them his name. Luckily his cover identity was never particularly chatty, so Heizou can slip into the role easily enough despite everything. No one but the bartender pays him any mind as he enters the dingy tavern operating out of an opportunistic Inazuman native’s basement.

 Conversation flows around him even more freely than the watered-down ale that their host doesn’t even bother trying to pass off as imported. Heizou buys a mug of it for show, scans the crowd that’s already here like he’s looking for someone, heaves a disappointed sigh, then finds an empty table that gives him a good view of the door, as though he wants to see who’s entering. Situated in the middle of things, he’s able to catch up on the local news quite quickly.

 Sango, he learns from the very first conversation he eavesdrops on, is indeed in trouble. She doubtlessly tried to keep a low profile yesterday during the day, but last night whatever suspicions she raised or mistakes she made caught up to her.

 What’s really interesting, in a horrible, very not good kind of way is that it wasn’t Ritou’s Doushin that took Sango in. It was the Fatui themselves, and she was taken to the Outlander Affairs Agency.

 That is problematic for multiple reasons. The Fatui’s involvement is just plain bad news no matter how you look at it, and the fact that they have any sort of authority here in Ritou compounds it. It’s clear now that they’ve sunk their hooks into the country even deeper than Heizou suspected. He hadn’t actually expected Sango to find anything here … he’d sent her on a wild goose chase to help sell his lies to Sara. So, the fact that there actually was something for her to find comes as a surprise to Heizou. He wonders if somehow his intuition affected the original lie he fabricated – if some shred of the detective he used to be is still subconsciously affecting his way of thinking, and that somehow he knew there was trouble in Ritou. It’s not impossible … though if that’s what happened, then Heizou’s subconscious certainly ended up causing him a lot of trouble.

 Either way, the fact that they’re openly operating out of a facility that is supposed to be run by the Kanjou Commission makes it painfully obvious that the Hiiragi family is complicit in whatever conspiracy is going on. Heizou doesn’t need his Delusion to see that.

 Then there’s the fact that the Outlander Affairs Agency is one of the most secure buildings in Ritou … getting in to find Sango would be extremely difficult, even if the Fatui weren’t in the picture. Never mind busting her out … but Sango is where she is because of Heizou. Because she stepped up to help him. Heizou can’t just leave her to her fate. He might be damaged, his mind warped and his morals degraded, but he is not the kind of man who abandons his friends.

 Of course, saving Sango means using his Delusion more.

 It can’t be helped, but it doesn’t make the risks any less … or the promise he made to Kazuha any less broken. But he can’t just abandon Sango. He can’t.

 So, he doesn’t.

 He wishes that he had time to make a real plan – or resources other than his Delusion and his diminished wits, which are now dependent on his Delusion – but unfortunately Heizou has nothing else. Not even confirmation that Sango is still alive, which could make his impending heroics all for nothing in the end. The longer he waits, the less likely it is that he’ll be able to save her though. Trying to get her released through official channels isn’t even an option. Not when the Fatui are being allowed to call the shots.

 So, after a brief reconnaissance, during which he maps several escape routes for them, and sets up a diversion that he can put into motion along his preferred path, Heizou pretty much wings it.

 The biggest problem, he realizes while he’s scoping out the place, is going to be getting into the building and getting out. Because, while the fence surrounding the compound is laughable, from a defensive perspective, the building itself only has one real entrance – or at least one door. There is a second point of ingress, but getting to it isn’t easy. Only an allogene with a special skill could reach it unassisted. Anyone else would need a rope. Actually, maybe one of those gadgets from Mondstadt that can hold Anemograna would work, but Heizou doesn’t have one. He does, however, have a nice long length of cord attached to his outfit clothes. When he ties one end to his jitte, and balances precariously on the highest branch of the tree that grows behind the building, he manages to use it as a makeshift grappling hook and snag the railing of the balcony that he needs to ascend to, after only two failed attempts.

 It’s almost criminally negligent, Heizou thinks, as he pulls himself up over the railing, then crouches down to stay below the light. Both the fact that they have that tree there to begin with, and the fact that there’s not a single guard watching the rear of the complex. Really, anyone could sneak in.

 The windows are no barrier at all to getting in. They’re made of oiled paper, made to keep out the elements, not intruders. Heizou carefully slits the corner of one with his thumbnail and peels it back just enough to peer in. He’s not sure what room he’s breaking into, but from the looks of things, it’s an office. Empty at this late hour. So, Heizou peels back the paper further, tearing it at the sides just enough so that he can slide inside. Once he’s in, there’s no real way to hide it. Anyone who enters the room will see that someone sliced open the window. So, Heizou needs to be fast.

 There’s a staircase in the corner. Heizou crosses to it and starts padding down it, being careful with each footfall to make as little noise as possible. He’s fully prepared to take down anyone he might meet – to kill them if he must – but Heizou is fortunate for a change. There’s not a soul between him and the ground floor. He knows that luck won’t hold once he descends to the lower levels though – the secure levels where contraband and prisoners are kept, if this place operates anything like a Doushin’s headquarters. Possibly even the levels that the Fatui are using as their base. Once he has to start using violence Heizou’s sure that will attract attention. He’s fully prepared to have to fight his way out of here. He just hopes that Sango is capable of moving of her own accord, even if she can’t back him up, because carrying her out of here while fighting won’t be possible.

 Descending deeper, Heizou finds that there are three sublevels. He keeps going past the first two, certain that anyone they’re keeping prisoner will be buried as deep as the infrastructure allows.

 It’s at the base of the stairs, where they end at the threshold of a stone walled hallway, where Heizou encounters his first opposition in the form of a single guard. He becomes aware of the man long before the guard becomes aware of him. It gives Heizou a moment to consider his situation before acting.

 He can’t help but feel wary – like this is too easy. So, either it’s a trap or they’re really not expecting anyone to try and bust out Sango. One is just as likely as the other. It doesn’t pay to underestimate one’s opponents, or chalk everything that goes his way up to luck, but there’s also no reason for the Fatui or the Kanjou Commission to think that someone will break in to save Sango.

 Well, either way, Heizou’s in too far to turn back now. So, he launches himself at the guard – a run of the mill Kanjou Commission foot soldier – and gets him in a chokehold from behind. With pressure on his windpipe, the guard can’t scream. With pressure on his arteries, Heizou cuts off the blood flow to his brain. The man goes out like a light and Heizou quickly drags him into the shadowy niche beneath the stairs. He binds him, gags him, and is just about to continue on his way when a door midway down the hallway opens, forcing him to take cover in the shadows with the poor sod he just knocked out.

 He can’t see who comes out of the room from his position, but he can tell that there are at least two of them, and since they speak with Snezhnayan accents, the smart money is that they’re Fatui.

 “I’m beginning to think La Signora took over the interrogation just so that she could have some time to take a nap. That mouthy woman’s neither screaming nor shouting anymore.”

 “Show’s what you know.”

 “What’s that supposed to mean?”

 “It means I’ve worked under the Fair Lady before. And she always, without fail, gets results. It was her that claimed both Mondstadt’s and Liyue’s Gnosises for the Tsaritsa. If she’s starting off with a soft touch, it’s for a reason. It might be that she’s working to shift that spy’s loyalties and bring her into our fold. Or it might be that she’s leaving her to anticipate the pain that’s coming to her if she doesn’t start talking.” There’s a creak as the men step onto the staircase. “Or she might even be planning to cut her loose and have her tailed on her way out of here to find out who she’s working with. But one thing I know about Signora is that she delivers. If you’re smart, you’ll put your faith in her and support her to the best of your abilities.”

 The voices begin to fade as the speakers ascend higher. Heizou releases the fist that he only half realized that he was clenching – and belatedly realizes that he’d been clenching it around his Delusion.

 It’s almost a certainty that he is on the right track – that the mouthy spy they were talking about is Sango. And she’s being interrogated now … by Signora …

 The name sounds distantly familiar, but even with his mind icy sharp thanks to the Delusion, he still can’t recall where he’s heard it before. He does have a vague impression of danger associated with it. Combined with the words of the Fatui who just passed, Heizou knows that he is going to have to be extremely careful. Because it sounds like this Signora is with Sango now.

 All the more reason to get moving.

 Heizou proceeds quickly, but with caution. The doors all have tiny, barred windows set into them. Heizou peeks in each one as he passes. A few seem to be set up as offices, but most rooms are full of boxes – crate after crate full of Crystal Marrow. Just like at the Delusion Factory, Heizou realizes. Not that he saw it himself, since he’d been immediately been sent back to the Alcor to recover from what Hatboy had done to him, but he’d heard snatches of conversation from the sailors. And hadn’t he heard something about the Kanjou Commission charging people fees using Crystal Marrow as currency a while back?

 The implications of so much of the stuff being stashed here sends a chill down Heizou’s spine that has nothing to do with his Delusion being cryo based. Because the idea of one of the branches of the Tri-Commission being in cahoots with the Fatui … that’s treason. Heizou wonders if this might be what Yae Miko told Sara that shook her so – and if he unwittingly stumbled upon the right track in his attempt to create a plausible lie. Except no … Sara would have been far more interested in what’s happening in Ritou if that were the case … and more angry than shaken. With as rattled as Sara clearly was, it would make more sense if she had learned the Tenryou Commission had turned traitor rather than the Kanjou Commission.

 Wait …

 Suddenly, several things just seem to click, like puzzle pieces sliding into place. The connections are backed up by conjecture rather than evidence … but they make sense. And they make a lot more things make sense, in a horrible gut-wrenching way that reminds Heizou how it felt to lose his Vision. How it felt to be betrayed by his country. Or rather, by his country’s officials, who Heizou now firmly believes have betrayed them all.

 Anger surges through Heizou as he reaches the final door in the hallway. He already knows what he’ll see when he peeks through the bars. He just doesn’t know what form it – or rather she will take.

 His enemy, La Signora, turns out to be a pale haired woman in a white evening gown, with an expensive looking mantle and a ridiculously oversized tierra that has to leave her whole head feeling unbalanced. She stands before Sango, speaking in low tones that hum with danger. A white catalyst floats in the air behind her, like a single angel wing, and tells Heizou at a glance just how dangerous she is. She can summon whatever element she controls in an instant, and summon a lot of it.

 Heizou doesn’t give her the chance.

 He goes in Delusion blazing. Or freezing. Which is, in fact, the opposite of blazing, but the metaphor is still apt. He leads with as much cryo as he can summon, as fast as he can summon it, and slams Signora into the wall with the force of a racing stallion. Then he lets the Delusion’s power keep flowing through him to encase her there, at least for a few minutes. He has the feeling it won’t hold for longer – the woman practically radiated danger – but fighting her is not on the agenda if Heizou can help it. The plan is to escape with Sango, so maybe if he’s quick it will be enough.

 “Heizou! What the hell?!”

 Sango appears mostly unharmed. A split lip and a bruise on the side of her face appear to be the worst of her injuries. She’s standing, which is a good sign, though her wrists are shackled to the wall.

 “I didn’t want to fight her,” Heizou explains as he hurries toward his friend. “I have a feeling that would hurt.”

 “I meant ‘What the hell are you doing wielding cryo?!’” Sango clarifies. “Even though I know the answer. You got a Delusion somehow, didn’t you? And not just on your way in here.”

 “Ah, so you figured it out. I knew you probably would.” Heizou inspects Sango’s shackles. He has no key, but the chains are attached to the wall by a ring that must be part of an eye pin. It’s drilled into the mortar between the stones rather than the stones themselves.  That’s good – it makes things easier. Heizou zeroes in on the weakness, his mind icy sharp. He presses his hands to it and summons cryo again, hoping to emulate ice wedging. It works like a charm. Sango, always quick on the update, wraps the extra length of the chain around her wrist and yanks. The eye pin springs free, scattering small chunks of dirty ice and dusty debris.

 It’s the exact result Heizou was hoping for but he barely notices. He’s distracted by a sudden chill that overtakes his body. His Delusion … has he used it too much?

 “Heizou, I appreciate the save but those things are bad for you! You have to stop using it!”

 Heizou does his best to shake his apprehensions off. “I know! And I will! But we have to get out of here right now! C’mon!”

 Sango fixes him with a look that promises this isn’t over, but gives a terse nod. They’ve barely taken three steps toward the door, however, when a terrifying sound pulls their attention away from their target … to the Signorasicle … that is cracking ominously.

 “Get down!”

 Sango tackles Heizou when he would have stood there staring, numbly. They hit the ground hard but avoid the worst of the cryo shards that burst outward when Signora breaks free. Both of them roll on instinct … they’ve done this before, Heizou remembers – or at least his muscles do. They’re both on their feet again in an instant, only slightly worse for wear. Which is good. Because they’re faced with what is sure to be one hell of an opponent.

 The Fair Lady moves to stand between them and the cell exit, icy mist swirling around her like a snow maiden of legend. Shards of cryo hang in the air by her command, their edges so sharp that they glitter, and her expression is full of cold disdain. She looks at them like they’re insects. The way that hat wearing bastard looked at Heizou, and in his mind, something once again clicks.

 “La Signora,” Heizou remembers. “Eighth of the Tsarita’s Eleven Harbingers … Do you, by any chance, know a short guy with a really bad temper and a really weird hat?”
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 “La Signora. Eighth of the Tsarita’s Eleven Harbingers … Do you, by any chance, know a short guy with a really bad temper and a really weird hat?”

 The question brings a look of even deeper disgust to Signora’s already scowling face. Thus, Heizou theorizes that she either doesn’t like Hatboy or she is repulsed by the fact that someone like Heizou dared to even speak to her. Or both. Probably both. She opens her mouth to snarl out a response –

 - but ends up staggering instead as she is lashed across the face with a length of chain.

 “I told you I’d make you eat these shackles when I got loose!” Sango snaps.

 “You dare –”

 “Pfft! Have you met me?!” Sango stays on the offensive. “Of course I dare!”

 Signora gets her hands up to deflect Sango’s next attack but misses blocking the sucker punch Sango delivers to her gut now that she’s in close.

 Heizou’s instincts suddenly go on high alert. Because it can’t be this easy to take on a Harbinger. It can’t.

 “Get back!” he screams, just before he senses a surge of cryo power.

 Miraculously, Sango obeys. Maybe there’s a vestige of the former trust between them leftover from when they were partners. Or maybe she senses the danger too. Or maybe she was expecting Heizou to encase Signora in cryo again so they could make their escape, which is what Heizou really needs to do – though he’s not sure he can. He can barely manage to get his arms up to protect his face as cryo bursts outward from Signora. Dozens of icy needle-sharp shards fly in a radius around her. Sango, still in motion, hits the ground in a roll and avoids the worst of them. Maybe all of them. Heizou isn’t so lucky. His skin is sliced open in half a dozen places. The cold nearly paralyzes him.

 This is bad. Really, really bad. He’s used his Delusion too much, he’s pretty sure. He doesn’t think it’s safe to use again – at least not this soon. But he’s going to have to if he wants to get Sango out of here – and getting away definitely needs to be his goal. Not fighting. Not beating Signora, which is probably not even possible for him and Sango together, if she’s anything like Hatboy. Fleeing. That’s they only way they win.

 It’s impossible too though – Heizou is pretty sure that summoning enough cryo to encase her again will kill him. But he and Sango will be torn apart by her cryo as they flee if he doesn’t. So … is there something else he can do? Some other way to slow Signora down or hamper her movements?

 It’s like a puzzle. The kind Heizou loves. There’s a solution here, he knows it. He just has to find it. He’s not sure now if it’s the overuse of the Delusion or the adrenaline kicking in from his life being on the line, but Heizou’s thoughts are somehow crystal clear. He scans Signora, looking for weaknesses … and zeroes in on a major one. He’ll still need to use his Delusion … but only a little. He thinks he can risk that much. He’s going to have to because there’s no time to come up with another way.

 “Hey,” he says to clue in Sango, who’s regained her feet and has her guard back up. He needs to make sure they’re on the same page and that she’s ready to run. “Remember when we tracked down those Mondstadt Cathedral cameos and we clotheslined that giant Treasure Hoarder?”

 It doesn’t hurt to psych out the enemy while he’s at it. Sango will know what he really means.

 “Ha. Yeah. Same play?” Sango asks, immediately grasping the strategy, despite the fact that the Mondstadt Cathedral cameo case had absolutely nothing to do with clotheslining down anyone. She even grabs the ends of the chains attached to her shackles for effect, and to draw Signora’s attention to her.

 “Pathetic fools –” Signora starts to spit out, and that’s when Heizou makes his move.

 He doesn’t lash out with his Delusion so much as slice – just one strike of controlled cryo, aimed low. Really low. For a moment, Heizou’s blood runs cold as he thinks he directed it too low – but no, his aim is spot on and that chill is probably backlash from his Delusion. A wave of nausea swamps him right as his cryo attack hits home. It strikes the heel of Signora’s very tall strappy shoes … and slices clean through it.

 Signora staggers and grips the wall to stay on her feet. “You!”

 “Can’t stay, gotta go!” Sango quips, bounding across the room. Heizou follows, as quickly as he’s able to. Shards of cryo slice past him – slice him – as he makes his escape, but again, they don’t amount to anything more than flesh wounds. And possibly hypothermia. The cold cuts straight through Heizou. As he reaches the hallway he staggers, his vision suddenly going white. He would have fallen if not for Sango, grabbing him, dragging him, keeping him upright and moving. “Come on! Come on!”

 “Trying,” Heizou rasps.

 Thanks to Sango, they make it to the end of the hall before Signora makes it out of the cell. Her screams echo all through the underground levels though – the element of surprise is gone for their escape. Thankfully, the running seems to push back the bitter cold – Heizou still feels it cutting through him, but it’s manageable. Or maybe it’s not the running, but the distance from Signora. Her cryo seems different from any Heizou’s ever encountered before. More painful and biting. There’s no time to dwell on it now, though. Maybe later. Assuming there is a later.

 “What’s the plan?” Sango asks. “Smash our way through and run?”

 “Yes. To the smugglers tunnel. But not directly. We need … to build a lead,” Heizou gasps out, right before they encounter their first bit of opposition – two guards. Normal, rank and file foot soldiers, he sees with relief, armed only with spears. Sango takes down one of them. Heizou crashes into the other, after ducking under his spear. He knocks his opponent to the ground and goes down with him – he’s too exhausted to stay on his feet. He does manage to end up on top of his foe, at least, and delivers simultaneous strikes to both his temples. The guard’s eyes roll into the back of his head, and Heizou clambers back up.

 “You good?” Sango asks, already finished with her guard.

 “Yeah,” Heizou manages to get out.

 “Your lips are blue,” Sango says with concern. “Don’t use that Delusion again!”

 “I won’t,” Heizou says.

 “I won’t until I have to,” is what he means. He’s pretty sure Sango knows it too, by the look she gives him. But now is not the time to hash it out.

 They only encounter two more guards before they make it to the ground floor, which they take down easily enough. Then they burst out through the main – well, the only real exit, surprising the guard stationed outside the doors. Sango gives the poor sap a shove that sends him flying, then they brush past a customs inspector and hit the stairs down to the street.

 They could make better time to their destination if they leapt over a roof or two, Heizou knows, but the point is to be followed and to build up a lead. His plan calls for it.

 So, they follow the street, down toward the tree in the center of town, then take a sharp left. They race past a display of kitsune masks and leap down to the lower level to save time, then hurry behind a nondescript house, to the well-known smuggler’s tunnel that has long been an open secret here in Ritou.

 When they reach the other end, they find themselves at a small camp under a natural stone arch – the one that Ritou’s Statue of the Seven sits at the top of. A small boat is moored on the beach. Heizou rushes to it, Sango right at his heels.

 “Heizou …” Sango’s voice is full of uncertainty.

 “It’s a diversion. Help me.” Heizou is struggling. That short jog feels like a seven-mile run in the dead of winter to him. His lungs ache far worse than they should and shivers wrack his body as he struggles to pull up the two human-shaped lumps that he cobbled together out of driftwood, then push the boat out into the sea.

 Sango lends him her strength and in only moments, the boat is underway and caught in the current. It makes good time – great time, actually. Then Heizou catches Sango’s eye and does a backwards hop back up the slope, to a patch of grass above the beach.

 “This way.” Quickly. But he doesn’t have to tell her that. Sango copies his movements, hopping backwards so that any footprints they leave in the sand point toward the sea. Then, on the grass, they hurry around the huge stone column that supports the northmost end of the arch above them. And none too soon. The sound of their pursuit rings out just as they slink out of sight.

 “There! In the water! They’re in a boat!”

 “They’re getting away!”

 “To the docks! They’re right there! We have enough men to man a boat! We’ll commandeer one and catch them!”

 And with that, the entirety of the force pursuing them rushes south and west, to Ritou’s docks.

 Once their footfalls have faded, Heizou and Sango hurry the rest of the way around the stone column, then south, moving down the other side of the island. They take care to stay on the stones or walk through the water, to avoid leaving footprints that might be followed once their pursuers realize they’ve fallen for a decoy, but by the time they reach the isthmus that connects Ritou to Narukami Island, it becomes clear that their efforts were a moot point. A thunderstorm crackles to life, as though the Shogun herself is enraged by their escape, though Heizou knows that is highly unlikely, considering she’s off doing who knows what as her puppet runs the country into the ground. Either way, the storm is both a blessing and a curse. It erases all signs of their passage, but it also drenches them, leaves them soaking and cold. Well, leaves Sango cold. It leaves Heizou freezing. He clenches his teeth to keep them from chattering and hurries onward.

 “Where are we going?” Sango asks, falling in step beside him once the need for stealth is no longer so great.

 “Araumi,” Heizou grits out.

 “But that’s … the last place anyone would want to go in the middle of the night. Let alone during a storm.” Sango is less than enthusiastic, naturally. That whole place is crawling with so many ruin sentinels and guards that even the Treasure Hoarders steer clear of it. Which makes it the perfect place for two capable and stealthy fugitives to lay low for a couple days.

 “There’s not much shelter there. I wasn’t counting on this storm,” Heizou admits. “We won’t be comfortable. But we’ll be okay.”

 “There’s a smugglers’ camp below it, on the beach, if I remember right,” says Sango. “And some sealed up ruins that are sheltered by the cliffs. We should probably stay off the beach, but we should be okay if we glide down to the ruins for shelter. I think we’re going to need to.”

 “Yes.” Heizou doesn’t have the energy to say much more than that. When Sango says “we” she mostly means Heizou. Sango seems okay, but Heizou is definitely courting hypothermia. It’s all he can do to keep himself moving, but he knows that if he stops, he won’t be able to start again. At least not on his own. Better to spare himself the indignity of having Sango clobber him into motion.

 So, he plods along as they blaze a path to Araumi. Sango, with more energy and a clearer mind, forages as they go, emptying a bush of its berries, plucking mint, sweet flowers, and lavender melons, and even finding two bird eggs in the bushes. That’s good. Heizou didn’t think to bring food. He was short on time and brain power. Oh well. Sango’s got that and more covered. She keeps them heading in the right direction and within the hour, they make it to Araumi.

 It looks different in the dark. Heizou’s never been here at night before. No one wants to be here after the sun goes down. It’s hard enough skirting all the mechanical monsters in full daylight. Coming here when visibility is reduced is asking for trouble – and trouble is what Sango and Heizou find.

 Sango does her best to find them a monster-free path through the rugged, rock-strewn landscape. She almost succeeds. At one point they have to duck down behind a broken wall and wait for a trio of patrolling ruin sentinels to pass, but that’s their only close call … at least until they literally trip over another sentinel that is deactivated, folded up into a box, and hidden in the tall grass. Naturally, the movement awakens it, and Sango swears a blue streak as the damn thing comes to life, then grabs Heizou and shoves him toward the cliff.

 “Go! Heizou, run!”

 But Heizou can’t. Or rather, Heizou and Sango can’t. Because that thing has ranged attacks and they both know it. They’ll never make it to the cliff. But non-allogenes can’t hold their ground against a ruin sentinel. Not unless they have it vastly outnumbered, which Heizou and Sango don’t.

 There’s only one thing to do, in Heizou’s mind, at least. He just hopes it doesn’t kill him.

 Gritting his teeth, Heizou pivots around Sango and draws back his fist for a punch, summoning cryo power into the attack. He lands it, freezing the ruin sentinel, encasing it in a thin shell of cryo.

 Then the world explodes in icy pain and his vision goes completely white.
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 “Heizou! Heizou!”

 Heizou can’t see. His eyes feel like they’ve iced over. His hearing’s muffled too, but Sango’s panicked voice makes it through. He can dimly feel that he’s moving. Being moved. His former partner’s hands burn on his frozen skin as she manhandles him away from the ruin sentinel before it can unfreeze. Dimly, he wonders if he froze himself in the process of freezing it.

 “Shit. Hang on!”

 For a moment, Heizou has the weightless feeling of falling. His stomach lurches. Then he hears the flap of wind glider wings being unfurled. His stomach settles. Then his sense of gravity shifts. Like he’s being lowered to the ground. Suddenly Sango yelps like she’s in pain.

 “Wha –” he tries to ask. The word dies in his throat even as it forms. His lungs feel like they’re full of ice vapor.

 “Damn it! Damn it, you brat! This is – the Delusion! Where is it?!”

 The Delusion is backfiring on him, Heizou remembers. Yes, he knew that would probably happen when he used it again. But he hadn’t been able to see any other way. It seems like Sango did her part and got them away from the ruin sentinel. Hopefully he can survive this. Sango’s going to give him hell if he does, but that’s better than the alternative …

 Then he realizes, as he feels Sango pawing at his pockets. She doesn’t just want to know where his Delusion is – she wants to take it from him!

 “No,” he tries to tell her, but no sound escapes his lips. Somehow he bites his tongue in the attempt at talking. Ice crystals of frozen blood crack between his teeth.

 “Argh! Damn it! Hah!” That last exaltation is exclaimed with a sense of finality. A moment later, Heizou hears a splash. And Heizou knows that Sango just threw his Delusion away. Into the storming sea, where it will be impossible to retrieve it.

 He should feel something – panic … relief …

 But he really can’t feel anything. Not even cold.

 Heizou wonders if he’s going to die.

 Sango probably wonders too, but refuses to even consider it. She takes action to keep that from happening, swearing all the while.

 Heizou hears the sound of wood grating against something – his shoes. On stone. That will be Sango dragging him under the overhanging ledge of Araumi’s cliffs, and out of the rain, then following the protocol for treating someone with hypothermia. Getting him out of his clothes. Trying to warm him up. Except … his shoes are making a strange thumping. Like he’s being dragged down a flight of stairs. Were there stairs here? Heizou can’t remember. Wait, he thinks there were, leading down to an entrance of the ruins that was sealed shut. And a pool of water.

 When the sound of the rain softens, Heizou realizes that those ruins must not be sealed shut anymore. Some Adventurer finally managed to crack them open. Yay. That means he and Sango have a better shelter from the storm, assuming it’s not crawling with monsters and the Treasure Hoarders haven’t heard about it being open yet. Sango might even be able to get a fire going. Heizou might survive this yet.

 Sango seems to have things pretty well in hand … so it should be okay if Heizou just rests for a few moments, he thinks.

 “Hey! Heizou! Stay awake!” Sango snaps, and he feels her hands burning against his skin again. “I mean it, brat! I’ll smack you to keep you awake if I have to!”

 She will too.

 “Heizou! Eyes open!”

 Huh? Were they closed?

 Heizou makes a monumental effort to open them. For a moment, he thinks they might be frozen shut. Then … light. Pale green light. Like a seelie. Or a seelie court, though Heizou can’t make out any shapes. Only colors. But it makes sense that there would be one here, near the ruins entrance because … well, he can’t remember. Simply keeping his eyes open is taking all he has.

 “Atta boy,” Sango praises him. “Just stay awake. I’ll take care of things from here.”

 And she does. Heizou is helpless to do anything but watch and shiver violently as she takes care of everything for him. She strips him down to his underwear, so his wet clothes aren’t constantly chilling him, then disappears from his line of sight for a few minutes. When she comes back, she has an armful of scraggly sticks – some of them even have leaves still attached.

 “I know, I know,” Sango tells him. “These will burn too fast and smoke like crazy, but beggars can’t be choosers.”

 She arranges the wood into a pile then, and borrows Heizou’s jitte to strike a spark against the stones, that she manages to coax into a flame, using some dead leaves as kindling. She physically moves Heizou closer to the fire to help him warm up, then wrings what water she can from his clothes and spreads them out on the large slab of rock behind the fire, so they’ll dry faster. Then she disappears from view again. When she returns, it’s with more firewood. Some she immediately feeds into the flames. The rest, she sets aside, to add later. Only then does Sango see to her own needs.

 She peels off her top and her shorts, wrings the water out of them, and sets them near Heizou’s clothes to dry. Technically, she would probably be alright wearing them while they dried – she’s not hypothermic like Heizou is, after all. She was just cold and wet, the deadly chill from Signora’s attacks having long since worn off. But she plops down next to Heizou wearing only her dry undergarments, to lend him warmth. Maybe it should be awkward, but Heizou’s too cold, and in too much pain to care, and Sango is clearly more worried about keeping him alive than about modesty. She lowers Heizou to the stone floor, so that he’s lying on his side, practically curled around their tiny campfire, then she lays down behind him, hugging him from behind to share her body heat.

 Everything hurts.

 He’s too cold.

 Too hot.

 His lungs are full of ice. Except now he’s inhaling woodsmoke.

 There’s an ache that cuts straight through him, and when tears spill out of his eyes, they clatter to the floor as tiny beads of ice. He’s shaking uncontrollably, teeth chattering nonstop, but those are signs that his body hasn’t given up yet – that it’s fighting against the icy power that’s gripping him. And thanks to Sango, it has a lot of help.

 Slowly, oh so slowly, the warmth begins to win out. His shivers don’t stop, but they do slow. He regains enough control to clench his jaw so that his teeth stop rattling. His tears start burning trails down his face, but stop freezing. The warmth from Sango’s embrace and the fire before him grow less and less agonizing until they stop hurting. He still aches from the cold … but every passing second, Heizou grows more certain that he’s going to survive.

 “Sango?” he finally musters the strength to ask.

 “Yes, Heizou?”

 “Your wrists are still shackled.”

 “I haven’t had time to pick them open yet. Are they hurting you?” Sango has the chains wrapped around her arms, so there’s no risk of the ends falling into the fire. Even if they started conducting the heat, she would likely feel it first.

 “No. I just noticed them … Sorry.”

 “You don’t need to apologize about that.”

 They lapse into silence again. Heizou resists the urge to close his eyes and give in to the temptation to black out. He watches the flames instead, as they consume the skinny sticks that Sango managed to find. Since they’re small, they don’t last very long. The fire burns them quickly, reducing them to charcoal – to fragile remnants of their former selves. Heizou’s sure there’s a metaphor here. Sure that a light novel writer could spin some parallel about his Delusion doing something similar to him, despite the fact that it was cryo that he nearly destroyed himself with. And despite the fact that, to some degree, his Delusion hadn’t just been destroying him, but had also, temporarily, restored some of what he had lost. It’s a moot point, though. No one will ever write about this … and that is probably for the best.

 If Yae Miko’s plan succeeds, it will be her and the dreamy golden-haired Outlander who will be the stars of the story. Heizou will barely be a footnote. He hopes that he’s omitted from the tale altogether. After all, he was never the hero. All those times he stood by and watched other people lose their Visions … He was flawed and broken even before the Traveler set foot in Inazuma to right all the country’s wrongs. Maybe it would be justice if he died from overusing his Delusion … but even so, Heizou still wants to live. Wants to get his Vision back. Wants to be berated by Sango, and Sara, and Nana, and everyone else who cares about him and is bound to learn how foolishly he’s been behaving lately, even if they don’t have the full story. As the minutes drag by, and the flames reduce the burning sticks to ashes, Heizou feels more and more certain that he is going to live, at least. What kind of life that will be with neither his Vision nor his Delusion, however, he really can’t say.

 By the time the tiny campfire has burned itself down to the stones, Heizou is no longer shivering violently. He’s still shaking constantly, but steadily, and when he unclenches his jaw, his teeth don’t automatically start chattering.

 Sango gets up and begins adding more sticks to the dying fire, placing them carefully amongst their crumbling predecessors, so that she doesn’t end up stacking them in a way that will make them quickly collapse. She adds half of the small stockpile that she brought back, then she checks their clothes, and turns each piece over, so they’ll dry faster.

 “There’s a lockpicking kit in my trousers,” Heizou tells her. “It’s in a hidden pocket on the right side.”

 “Thanks,” Sango tells him and retrieves it. She sits back down behind him, her legs folded beneath her and just pressing up against his back. Still trying to help him warm up.

 It takes her some time to divest herself of her shackles. Lockpicking was never her forte, and when the need for it arose when they were partners, Heizou was always the one to take care of it. Still, Sango’s skills are more than adequate, and time is not something she is lacking in at the moment. They’re stuck here until Heizou recovers, at the very least. The plan was originally to hold out here until just after Sara’s second trip to the Narukami Shrine, then to check in with Yae Miko after Sara has come and gone, to see how things panned out. To see if her plan is working … or if it should be written off as a failure.

 Losing his Delusion hasn’t changed the timetable. Not really. Since Heizou’s mental state is going to begin degrading, however, he needs to tell Sango everything, and sooner rather than later. After what she’s been through, she deserves the whole truth. Besides, Heizou is likely going to be out of the game again by this time tomorrow, Visionless and mentally broken, without his Delusion to use as a crutch. He won’t be able to help anyone then, but Sango might. She’s his equal when it comes to detective work. If he had to pick one person to take over for him, it would either be her or Kazuha, and Kazuha is currently otherwise occupied.

 The clank of metal on stone tells him that Sango is half finished with her task. The second shackle takes her less time than the first one. Sango then sets the chains off to the side, coiling them neatly so they don’t tangle with each other. Good thinking. They might have use for them again before they leave these ruins. At the very least, they make decent weapons.

 Sango feeds the rest of the firewood to the flames then goes to scavenge for more. While she’s gone, Heizou does his best to pull himself together.

 It’s hard. Worse than the last time he flirted with hypothermia, after his first fight with Hatboy. His muscles scream as he forces them to move – as he claws his way into a seated position. The exertion leaves him gasping for breath, but he manages to make it to his knees. He needs a full minute to recover enough to even lift his head and take in his surroundings after that.

 The ruins they’re in are bigger than he expected – high ceilinged with multiple stone columns holding them up. That does not bode well for him and Sango being the only beings here. He can only hope that them being cracked open is a very, very recent development. And that whatever monsters are in here are the sort that like to stick to very specific corridors. Preferably corridors that are far away from the entrance – and Heizou is near the entrance. He can see that now. The sounds of the storm and a slight misting of rain are being blown through the circular opening that leads back outside, several yards away. On either side of it a seelie court glows, explaining why no one was ever able to get the door open from the outside.

 Their campfire is actually between Heizou and the nearest seelie garden, strategically placed to delay anyone who might enter the ruins from being able to immediately get to them. It’s not big enough to be a huge deterrent, but most pursuers would probably opt to go around it rather than over or through it. A large fallen stone column that’s higher even broken and on its side than Heizou is tall blocks the campsite off on one side. Behind him, is a way around it, but Heizou doesn’t have the energy to pull himself to his feet and take a look at what’s beyond.

 He scoots a little closer to the fire and slumps so his back is against the broken column. The stones are soaking up the fire’s warmth well. He wishes he had the energy to check their clothes, and turn them over, but as weak and uncoordinated as he is now, he could very easily end up dropping them onto the fire.

 “Hey. Feeling better?” Sango asks, as she returns with another armful of sticks.

 “Yes. Thanks, Sango,” Heizou tells her. “You saved my life.”

 “Well, considering you did bust me out of an unlawful imprisonment, I would have kind of been a jerk not to.”

 “You got unlawfully imprisoned following up something for me, though.”

 “A case is a case,” Sango says dismissively. “It’s not like you deliberately set me up to be arrested.”

 She sets down her burden, and Heizou sees that in addition to the sticks, she also brought back several fist sized rocks. She sets them right up against the campfire, so close the flames are practically licking them. For a moment Heizou wonders why – Sango isn’t one to care about the aesthetics of her campfire, and she’s definitely not trying to make a ring around it either way – but the answer comes to him quickly enough. Firewood must be in short supply here. Since it’s all thin sticks, they’ll burn through it quickly. So, Sango is heating the stones to help warm Heizou up. Maybe it will make what firewood they have access to last long enough to help him kick his hypothermia. They won’t need a campfire after that, unless they want to cook.

 Speaking of cooking, Sango sets two of the lavender melons she picked up on the way here down close to the flames too – not as close as the rocks, she just set down, but close enough that they’ll get a bit seared in good time. She checks their clothes again, but deems them still too damp for wearing. Then she sits back down beside Heizou again – close, but not touching him this time. Good. She agrees that Heizou’s condition has improved enough too.

 Heizou has to ask though.

 “Sango … my Delusion?”

 “Gone,” Sango says simply.

 There’s a pang in Heizou’s chest, as the confirmation hits home. A sense of loss. Then guilt. Then the need to protest against said guilt. “I wasn’t … just using it for the sake of using it. It let me think again. It was like having my Vision back again. Almost.”

 “It was killing you.”

 “I know.” Heizou hangs his head.

 “For whatever it’s worth, I’m sorry. I don’t regret getting rid of it. But I’m sorry that it couldn’t really fix you.”

 “S’okay.” Heizou internally grimaces as he realizes he’s slurring his words. He swallows. Then tells Sango, “There might be another way.”

 “I’m not letting you get your hands on another Delusion,” Sango says sharply.

 “No, I mean … there’s a plan in the works. It might … it could possibly … if it works … the Vision Hunt Decree could be repealed, and all the Visions that were taken …” Heizou swallows again. “I might get my Vision back.”

 The look Sango gives him is undecipherable.

 “I know it sounds unbelievable. It’s a long shot either way, but …” Then Heizou explains to Sango what’s really been happening. Everything he knows. Because he doesn’t know how much longer he’s going to have his wits about him, and he wants to make sure that Sango has all the information he does about everything. From Yae Miko’s plan, to how the Fatui have been manipulating things behind the scenes, and even the fact that the Raiden Shogun is currently an animated puppet standing in for their true Archon.

 Sango takes it all in stride – even the things that seem beyond belief. Her expression shifts slightly at some revelations, especially those that concern the Fatui, and Heizou has the feeling that he’s confirmed a few of her theories.

 “How much time do you have?” she asks soberly once he’s finished. “Before your mind starts degrading?”

 Heizou gives a slight shrug. It takes a stupid amount of energy just to make that small gesture, and he resolves not to do it again. “A couple hours. Maybe a little longer since I used it so much right before you threw it away. I don’t know if using it so much will prolong its effects on my mind. There was never any chance to really test it. But sorry in advance for what I’m going to become.”

 “Sorry for taking the Delusion away from you. But I had to. It was killing you.”

 “I know.” He sighs. “I guess it’s all up to Yae Miko and the Traveler now.”

 “We still need to keep you alive long enough for them to succeed,” Sango says. “And I think they ultimately will. If not in reaching the true Archon and changing her mind, then in tearing down her puppet regime. Inazuma’s on the brink of change right now. I’m sure you can feel it too. Whether that change will be for peace, or for this civil war to take an even bloodier turn with violence in the streets remains to be seen … but we’ll do as you planned to, and be at the Narukami Shrine just after Madam Kujou leaves. We’ll find out for ourselves. And if there’s more work to be done, then I’ll take it from there, partner.”





29. Chapter 29



 The cold slowly loosens its hold on Heizou. Sango feeds the fire twice more and has him eat a grilled lavender melon before she finally lets him give in to sleep. He wonders, as he drowsily closes his eyes, if he’ll still be him when he wakes up, or if his mind will have degraded back to the point where it was when last he was Visionless and Delusionless.

 When next he opens his eyes, his thoughts are, mercifully, still decently clear. He’s still shivering, however, so the Delusion probably still has some grip on him, but as far as hypothermia goes, he seems to be out of the woods.

 “Hey,” Sango says as he sits up. “How are you feeling?”

 “Okay, I guess …” Heizou blinks blearily a couple times then takes in the things that have changed in their campsite.

 Their clothes being dry are the major one. Sango actually draped Heizou’s shirt over him as he slept, like a blanket. The rest of his garments are still laid over the stone next to the fire, so they stay warm.

 Sango is fully dressed. Her hair is still damp though, which is odd because Heizou can feel that his is dry. The reason becomes clear as his gaze drifts to the fire. She must have gone outside while he was sleeping, to the smugglers’ camp on the beach, and raided it for supplies. That camp has never been a major meeting place for smugglers, so there probably wasn’t too much there, but Sango found a few things to make it worth her trek out into the rain. Namely firewood. Soaked firewood, but large chunks of driftwood that will burn for at least an hour each. She dragged in the camp’s tripod and cooking pot too, and has it set up over their tiny campfire. The soaked logs she scavenged are as close as she can get them to the fire without burning them, so they’ll dry faster. There are a few old clay pots here now too. They’re cracked near the tops but their bases are sound. Heizou can’t imagine that the smugglers left any substantial supplies at their camp though, so chances are Sango’s using them to hold water rather than food. Good thinking. They won’t be staying here for too terribly long, but having a few pots of drinking water will make things much more comfortable.

 “There was no food at the smugglers’ camp,” Sango says, correctly gaging Heizou’s line of thinking. “There is a freshwater spring in these ruins though, on the level below us. From the looks of things, until very recently that whole level was under water. There’s still seagrass growing down there. I picked what I could and am making some soup. It will be thin, but it’s better than nothing.”

 Heizou nods. “Thanks, Sango.”

 “Don’t mention it.”

 Sango retrieves the rest of his clothes for him, so he doesn’t have to risk accidentally toppling them into the fire, with his still shaky hands. Then she goes to look out the door while he gets dressed.

 “It hasn’t stopped storming since we got here, so it’s hard to tell what time it is, but I don’t think it’s quite noon yet.”

 So still morning. Of Day Two since Sara’s trip to the Grand Narukami Shrine. Since she’d mentioned returning on Day Three, they still have a full day to wait. Heizou wonders how much of it he can sleep away.

 “We lucked out with these ruins being open. Turns out they’re perfect for a couple hapless, hypothermic detectives who need to hole up for a couple days,” Sango continues, filling the silence as Heizou puts his clothes on. “They’re so freshly cracked open there are still a few scattered treasure chests around. I’ve found two so far. No Treasure Hoarders setting up shop yet, and while there are a couple ruin sentinels, they all seem to be on the lower level, and in a different section of the ruins. The only other living thing I’ve seen in this part are some lizards.”

 “Did you manage to catch one of them for the soup?” Heizou asks, trying for levity.

 “No such luck,” Sango tells him, a smile tugging at the corner of her mouth as she stares determinedly out the door.

 Heizou dresses as quickly as he can, so she doesn’t have to stand there, watching the rain infinitely. Once he’s fully clothed, he grits his teeth then pulls himself to his feet, using the broken stone column for balance. His muscles all ache from the abuse the hypothermia put them through, but he doesn’t want to find himself back in the position he was in after he lost his Vision, when both depression and inactivity made him weak. He needs to move around a bit – to stretch and get his blood flowing.

 Sango hears that he’s finished and strides back to the fire. She checks on her soup, seems satisfied, and carefully removes the pot from the fire. “Needs to cool a bit, since it was just boiling. Did you want to take a look around this floor of the ruins while we wait?”

 “Sure. I want to walk a little and stretch my legs.”

 Sango goes with him, nominally to keep him company, but in reality to make sure he doesn’t face plant. It’s a valid concern – Heizou is still shivering, after all. All the same, he manages to navigate the rugged ground without falling.

 These ruins are interesting. The ancient stonework here matches that of ruins found all across Teyvat – the last remnants of an ancient civilization lost to time. More modern touches are intermingled with them, however – a wooden tori gate and numerous lanterns make it seem like this place was coopted by early Inazumans for some sort of ritual. Giant tree roots sprawl amongst all the stonework and landscaping, stretching out into formations that look almost like fully formed trees. It must be their cast offs and pseudo branches that Sango was scavenging early on to feed their campfire.

 It’s testament to his mind not having degraded too much yet that Heizou is able to feel curiosity as he walks amongst these ruins. What were they originally for? Then what were they for when the tori gate and lanterns were installed? Why were they abandoned? Is their location significant, since two ancient civilizations saw the need to build in the exact same spot?

 Questions he’ll probably never get answers to. Not that he minds. This world would be boring without at least a few unsolvable mysteries. That’s his opinion, at least. Sango, he knows, is of a different mind. Which feels especially significant right now, but Heizou can’t remember why. Maybe it has to deal with the reason for their falling out. His intuition makes him think that might be it. Whatever happened between the two of them, however, Sango doesn’t bring it up – doesn’t even so much as make a snarky remark about it or anything else. Exploring the ruins together … it feels like old times.

 There are only a few rooms here, and though large, there’s not all that much to see. Once they’ve taken it all in, they return to the fire. Sango has some cracked segments of the larger clay jars like the sort she’s storing water in. They make decent enough bowls, despite their jagged edges. She uses them to scoop the soup directly from the pot. Then the next half hour is spent mostly in silence as they drink it.

 The best thing that can be said about it is that it’s hot. Boiling seagrass and only seagrass in water doesn’t exactly make for the world’s best soup. They don’t have much, however, and they’re not going to be here for too terribly long. It’s enough to tide them over for the next few hours, at least, and it does warm them up.

 Sango passes Heizou a handful of berries once the soup is gone. “We’ve still got those two bird eggs. I figure I’ll cook those for dinner so we don’t have to listen to our stomachs growling all night. We can split the last lavender melon tomorrow, for breakfast, and maybe forge for lunch on our way to the Grand Narukami Shrine. And before we start climbing Mount Yougou, we can stop in at the Kamisato Estate for a real meal. They know me – I’ve worked with them plenty. They’ll feed us, and I trust them not to rat us out even if there’s a manhunt for us.”

 “Do you think there’s a hunt for us?” Heizou asks. “I hadn’t thought about that. I don’t want to put them in a tough spot –”

 “I doubt there’s an official search for us. They don’t have our names. While they could have done some digging and figured them out, that would cause problems for them too if they tried to bring us in again. There would be explanations that they’d have to make, and considering how nothing that they’re doing is above board, things would get awkward.”

 “Makes sense.”

 “Either way, we’ll be discreet when we approach the Kamisato Clan for help. They know me well enough that they’ll give us food and a warning either way. And Mount Yougou is right there. Violence is forbidden on the shrine’s grounds, and you did what Yae Miko bid you to. I think we’ll be alright.” Sango yawns. “I need sleep. Are you good to keep watch for a few hours?”

 “Yes. Get some rest. You deserve it,” Heizou tells her.

 “Wake me up if you feel yourself nodding off,” Sango tells him. “I think we’re safe here –”

 “But we’re in unknown ruins. Can’t be too careful,” Heizou agrees. “I’ll wake you if I need you. Sleep, Sango.”

 After that they take turns staying awake to keep watch and napping. During Heizou’s first watch, he stretches and does some sit ups, both to keep himself from getting drowsy and to work his muscles. Mount Yougou is a hell of a hike, and he doesn’t want to make a fool of himself failing to make it to the top.

 Sara wakes on her own in a few hours. They have a dinner of a boiled egg each and what might be the world’s worst salad – a pile of raw seagrass, mint, and sweet flowers. The flavors of the plants Sango forged don’t go together well raw. They might have done better boiling the lot of them – letting the mint steep longer, to bring its flavor to the forefront, sweetened by the sweet flowers, while the seagrass provided a concealing agent once it cooled. They could have ended up with something like mint mizu manjuu, or just a complete mess, but it’s a moot point either way. By the time they think of it, they’re already finished eating.

 Sango insists that Heizou get some more sleep, so he does. They split the night in half, so she wakes him a few hours after midnight. When she does, Heizou’s shivering has stopped but his thoughts are noticeably dimmer. Slower. He wonders – hopes – that it’s just because he’s tired, but they don’t clear up any, even after doing some stretches and pushups.

 He tries not to dwell on it too much, but naturally that means it’s all he can think about. Mercifully, his mind doesn’t begin rapidly degrading as the night goes on. The chill that’s clinging to his bones might have something to do with that. He has no doubt that too will fade in time though, leaving him a shadow of the person he’s supposed to be.

 He thinks about going outside to look for the Delusion – to see if by some miracle it may have washed up on shore, or if its innate powers froze it in place when Sango threw it into the sea, and if it’s still there.

 But he doesn’t.

 It’s not safe to leave Sango sleeping unguarded in unknown ruins. Even with his mind broken, he’d never be able to forgive himself if harm came to her because he went searching for the Delusion. It’s a small comfort that he’s not that far gone yet, but Heizou will take what he can get.

 Slowly, grey light creeps in through the entrance of the ruins, signaling that dawn has come. The rain continues, but lighter now. The storm seems to have stopped.

 When Sango wakes, they grill the last lavender melon and split it, along with rest of the berries. Then they break their camp and haul the campfire tripod back out to the beach where Sango found it.

 “Huh,” Sango muses, looking at Heizou. “I didn’t notice before, in the firelight, but the tips of your hair have changed color.”

 Heizou pulls his ponytail in front of him to see for himself. Sure enough, at the ends the color has faded. Like Mayu’s, except localized rather than completely. More proof that Heizou, at least, was never that far gone, even if he was getting there. He sighs.

 Suddenly, Sango’s hand is on his shoulder. “Hey. It will be okay.”

 “Yeah. Let’s just get going.”

 And so they go. They follow the beach until they reach the path that leads to the Kamisato Estate and Mount Yougou. It’s early enough that they don’t have to hide from any other travelers as they duck into the Kamisato Estate. As Sango predicted, they’re received graciously, provided accommodations, and invited to stay for as long as they need. Discretion is promised, and a large meal is provided – their change of fortunes is almost too good to be true. Heizou wonders if he should be suspicious – wonders if he would have been suspicious if he had his Delusion or his Vision. Sango seems completely at ease, however, and Heizou decides to trust her.

 The day passes slowly, despite the improvement in their accommodations. Heizou supposes it’s because he’s anxious for what’s to come. In a few hours he’ll know if Yae Miko’s plan to cancel the Vision Hunt Decree is on track or if it’s failed.

 They wait until evening before setting off for the shrine – they want to make sure they don’t cross paths with Sara, but they can only start out so late. The path is treacherous at night and Heizou’s mental acuity is fading. They wait until the last minute that they can possibly leave and still make it to the top before full dark – but even then, they just miss running into Sara.

 “Takayuki, you’ve got some explaining to do!”

 Heizou jumps at the sound of his superior’s enraged voice. He has never heard her that mad before, and he’s pulled some pretty ridiculous stunts in his time as a Doushin.

 He’s struggling to choose between fleeing and hiding when Sara catapults into view – and miraculously, he’s saved from having to decide as she launches herself off the cliff, in a rush of electro and dark wings.

 “Huh,” he says, as he watches her go. “I guess we timed that well.”

 


 

 “That insufferable brat!”

 Sara knows that she shouldn’t be cursing about her wayward subordinate – and that she shouldn’t be surprised when she learns that one Detective Shikanoin Heizou has gone missing – but it slips out when the news is brought to her all the same.

 “As if I don’t have enough to worry about,” she gripes to herself after dismissing the messenger. Even as the words leave her mouth, however, she knows them for lies. There was no way she was going to stop worrying about Heizou, whether he was in her sight or out of it. There’s a part of her that doesn’t think that boy will ever really be alright ever again. If she’s honest with herself, it’s when he’s in danger that he seems to be most like he used to be – a fact that probably has not escaped his notice. She should have put more than one guard on his apartment to make sure he didn’t go looking for trouble.

 Unfortunately, that would not have been possible. Since the Vision Hunt Ceremony, mid-grade crimes in Inazuma City are at an all-time high. The Doushin have been overwhelmed. The Tenryou Commission has been augmenting their ranks with their reserve soldiers, but it’s still not enough. Everyone is pulling longer hours, working extra shifts, and there was not a single extra guard that could have been spared, even if Sara had thought to station an extra lookout.

 Sara’s worries about Heizou are naturally intertwined with all the troubles that Lady Guuji heaped before her. The head shrine maiden’s wild claims that the Tenryou Commission has been corrupted and that the Vision Hunt Decree is a scheme by their enemies, if true, could lead to Heizou’s Vision being restored to him – but only after massive amounts of turmoil in the whole Tri-Commission, as they sort the matter out and root out the treacherous perpetrators. Sara doesn’t really believe it’s true – not for a moment. She doesn’t. And she absolutely doesn’t, not even just a little hope that maybe … maybe it is, so that all of this will make sense. So that they can fix this and fix Heizou, and all the others who lost their Visions in the Vision Hunt Decree.

 “Oh, who am I kidding,” she dares to groan to her empty office – but only because it is empty.

 It was so much easier to stamp down her doubts about the Vision Hunt Decree before she took a living, breathing reminder of how much they’re actually hurting their own people under her wing.

 She does make an attempt to track her subordinate down, though it’s doomed from the very start. Her skills are in leading troops and fighting on the front lines. Not in subterfuge or investigation, and even if they were, she still would have no in with the people in the know in Ritou. She sticks out like a sore thumb in the tiny port town, and her inquiries get her nowhere. The incessant downpour does nothing to help anyone’s mood – doesn’t even deter the spree of crimes that are committed in her absence, and upon her return, there is even more work for her to catch up on, though work remains the very last thing on Sara’s mind. Even learning that some miscreants dared set off fireworks near her Excellency’s statue barely does more than annoy her in passing.

 She can’t stop thinking about Yae Miko’s claims and finds herself counting down the hours until their meeting. When she finally leaves, it’s with enough time to arrive early, as is her way – the trek to the Grand Narukami Shrine is very long, and there are any number of incidents on the road there that could cause one delay.

 Lady Guuji and the Traveler are already there and waiting for her when Sara arrives, even though she makes it there ahead of schedule, as planned. It seems that they all want to get this over with. So, letting none of her trepidations show, Sara strides forward without hesitation and addresses the head priestess.

 “Lady Guuji. Here I am, as promised. Rest assured I came here alone and told no one about this trip.”

 Yae Miko greets her with a smile. “I knew you would keep your promise, after all … I’m sure you’ve barely been able to take your mind off it these past few days – have you managed to get any sleep at all?”

 “I – I …” Sara is caught off guard but quickly pulls herself together. “You’re quite mistaken. I would never doubt the leaders of my clan. So. Where is your proof?”

 “Here,” the Traveler – Aether – speaks up, holding a small stack of documents.

 “Ah, how wonderful,” Yae says pleasantly. “Everyone’s keeping their promises today.”

 “You wouldn’t believe what we had to go through to get our hands on this stuff,” squeaks the Traveler’s floating companion.

 “Hand them to Sara,” Lady Guuji instructs them. “She can examine them for herself.”

 Sara tries to make no assumptions as she turns her attention to their so-called proof. Whatever the Traveler found will either hold up under her scrutiny or it won’t. But even at a glance, she can tell the documents are legit.

 “I see … This document bears the official seal of the head of the Kujou Clan. And it doesn’t look like a forgery …” She skims it, taking in the words written on the page as quickly as she can. Her eyes narrow – not because of the words that are written, but because of the ones that are not written. What’s omitted here should have been relayed first and foremost. Its absence is damning. “I don’t understand … Not a single word about the resistance, Sangonomiya, or the situation on the front line … What about the soldiers who gave their lives on the front line, or the hardship endured by the people? Do they deserve no mention!?”

 Heizou’s empty eyes flash through Sara’s mind, followed by a host of other images – sheet covered corpses lined up on the beaches in deceptively neat rows, Dendrobiums fed by bloodshed springing out of the sand, empty villages, their people driven off by battles and banditry, a brave man falling to Sara’s own blade in a duel before the throne, his dimming Vision flying through the air, and the grief-stricken expression of the young swordsman who catches it …

 “Utter disregard for human life. Why would they want to hide it?” Sara almost can’t believe her own eyes.

 “For the sake of the Vision Hunt Decree, of course,” Yae tells her. “Don’t you think the Shogun might reconsider her policy if all of the things you just mentioned appeared in this report?”

 Sara closes her eyes. “So the Tenryou Commission … They are deliberately deceiving the Shogun?”

 “Yes. Now … who else do you think might be benefiting from the Vision Hunt Decree?”

 Sara knows. Everything she learned from Heizou about the Delusions and the Fatui’s interference swims through her mind. When the Traveler steps forward with a final piece of evidence, it’s the nail in the coffin of all her doubts.

 “This is a letter from the Tenryou Commission to the Fatui,” Paimon pipes up as Aether hands it over. “The head of the Kujou Clan kept this a secret from the Shogun, too.”

 Sara takes it. Reads it. And sees Heizou’s eyes in her mind again, this time strangely accusing.

 “Well?” Lady Yae prompts when she judges that Sara’s silence has gone on for too long. “The things you wanted to see, but also wished not to see, are here before you. Surely you aren’t planning to turn a blind eye to them?”

 “So everything I’ve ever held on to …” Sara speaks more to herself than to them. “It’s all … How could they … Argh! This betrayal is unforgivable … Takayuki, you’ve got some explaining to do!”

 With that, she turns on her heel and sprints toward the path leading down the mountain – but instead of descending along it, she rushes past it and leaps off the mountainside, into open air.

 Sara unfurls her wings rather than her wind glider – flying, though more strenuous, is much faster than gliding, and Sara doesn’t want to waste a single minute more in getting some real answers and righting these wrongs.

 Electro crackles around her as she sets her sights on Inazuma City and flies for all she’s worth.





30. Chapter 30



 Sango peels ahead of Heizou on the final stretch up Mount Yougou. Heizou doesn’t blame her. Something big is clearly happening, and if he could move faster to find out what, he would. Unfortunately, his stamina has been almost depleted by the trek up the mountain. He follows her as quickly as he can, trying not to pant pathetically as he trails after her.

 “Oh,” Yae Miko says, once he finally makes it to the top. “You just missed Sara and the Traveler.”

 “Wha?” That’s all Heizou can get out.

 “Well, Sara was rather perturbed by the evidence we presented her, about the Tenryou Commission being completely corrupted. It hit her hard, learning that her adoptive father has been concealing vital information about the war and the Vision Hunt Decree from the Shogun. Learning that he has been conspiring against Inazuma with the Fatui was just salt in the wound. She ran off, and our friend the Traveler went after her.”

 Funny. Heizou didn’t see anyone else jump off Mount Yougou and start gliding toward Inazuma City – and he is certain that no one started down the path to the mountain’s base after Sara took off. Maybe there’s something he’s missing because his mind is slowly degrading – even now, he’s nowhere near as curious about this as he should be, even in light of what’s happening.

 “So, it worked? Your plan?” Sango asks, bold as brass as always, despite the prestige of the woman she’s talking to.

 Yae gives her an amused look but takes Heizou’s former partner in stride. “It would be more accurate to say that it’s still in the works,” she tells them. “It is, however, right on track. And unless I’ve missed my guess, things are about to start happening very quickly in the capitol. Best leave now if you don’t want to miss the show.”

 Heizou looks at Sango, who is still looking at Yae sharply.

 “And you’re just staying here?” she asks suspiciously.

 “Rest assured, I will be where I am needed,” Yae says cryptically. “I have my own part to play in all of this. Yours, however, is done, Detective Shikanoin. You performed admirably. If you wish to sit out the final act and simply rest until it’s all over, none could blame you. Say the word, and I’ll have a room prepared for you. You may both stay at the shrine for as long as you like.”

 Heizou stares at her dimly. Dealing with Yae on a normal day is probably difficult. Right now, when his thoughts are growing clouded, she’s more than he can handle. He thinks she’s being genuine, maybe even being kind. Taking a break and resting for a bit after such a long climb sounds good, but something makes Heizou hesitate. It feels like there’s something he should be doing …

 “We’ll have to decline,” Sango answers for both of them. “If Inazuma City is where everything is going down, then that’s where we’ll be in case we’re needed. Come on, Heizou.”

 “Yes. Right,” Heizou agrees. “Thank you, Lady Yae. Tell Nana I said ‘Hi.’”

 Belatedly, he realizes that he shouldn’t have spoken to the country’s religious leader so informally, or made such an inane personal request. Yae, however, doesn’t seem to mind. If anything, she seems amused.

 “I shall. And Detective Shikanoin?”

 “Huh?”

 “Hang in there. There’s light at the end of the tunnel. You’ll see it soon, if you can’t already.”

 “I – yes. Thank you,” Heizou says again. He sketches a quick bow to her, that’s probably much less respectful than she deserves, but Sango is tugging impatiently on his arm and he trusts her far more than he’ll ever trust Yae Miko. He follows her back to the edge of the path, and when she leaps, he leaps after her.

 


 

 Tenryou Commission Headquarters.

 Technically a part of the Tenshukaku complex, but with a clear divide between it and the Shogun’s castle, as well as a separate entrance. It is here that Sara’s wings take her – directly to the leader of the entire commission, and her adoptive father, Kujou Takayuki.

 She lands before she reaches the main gate so as not to make too alarming an entrance but continues forward with long quick strides. Rapid footsteps behind her, just before she makes it to the building’s doors give her pause and cause her to turn and glance over her shoulder. A familiar figure jogs up to her, flanked by his floating companion.

 “You followed me here? You’ve got guts, I’ll give you that,” Sara tells Aether with grudging respect. Keeping up with her – catching up with her – was certainly no easy task. She wonders how he did it. “Since you are witnesses, I suppose I can shield you from arrest – at least until I have received an explanation from Takayuki. But … if it turns out that you have been deceptive in this matter, then not only will you be arrested immediately, but you’ll also be charged with one more crime. Do I make myself clear?”

 Paimon covers her mouth with both hands and cowers, wiggling like a worm in midair, but Aether meets her eyes without hesitation. “Perfectly clear,” he tells her. “Lead the way.”

 “Hmph. Good.”

 Almost immediately upon entering the Tenryou Commission Headquarters, however, they are both accosted by a guard.

 “Apologies, Ma’am, orders from the top. No one is allowed to enter!”

 “Out of my way!” Sara snaps. “I need to speak to him. I won’t tell you twice!”

 The guard, and his companions don’t back down, but neither does she. A skirmish quickly ensues.

 It’s her first time really seeing the legendary Traveler in action, and the rumors do not disappoint. Sara actually finds herself hard pressed to pull her own weight as she and Aether lay waste to her fellow Tenryou Commission soldiers – in a nonlethal manner, of course, but that only makes it all the more impressive. His control, his speed, his mastery of his blade all combine to make the whole fight seem like nothing more than a choreographed scene from a play. Then, as the last of their adversaries falls, eyes rolling into the back of his head courtesy of a blow to the head, Takayuki appears, drawn by the commotion.

 “Stop! Sara, have you gone insane?!” Takayuki demands. “How dare you disregard my orders!”

 Despite her resolution, facing her father like this is still difficult. For a moment Sara nearly forgets herself and her cause. “M – Master, I …”

 “Go on, ask him!” Paimon tells her. “Don’t let him intimidate you!”

 Aether moves to stand by her side, supporting her silently. But it’s Heizou’s empty eyes, flashing through her mind once again that truly strengthen Sara’s resolve.

 “Master Takayuki, I’ve seen the report to the throne and the letter to the Fatui … Please, tell me why!”

 Even now, there’s a part of her that hopes for some rational explanation.

 Instead, she’s met with scorn.

 “So, this is how my documents went missing from headquarters? You stole them …”

 Sara scowls. “Should I take your words to mean that … these documents were not forgeries? They were really penned by your own hand? Please tell me, Master, I need to know … has the Tenryou Commission really … betrayed the Shogunate?”

 “Hmph … Yes, I have dealings with the Fatui,” Takayuki says with disdain. “And yes, the report you saw was penned by my hand.”

 “Heh, he just came right out and admitted it …” Paimon says in disbelief.

 “The diplomats from Snezhnaya promised a very generous reward indeed … and all they requested of me in return was to see that the Vision Hunt Decree is upheld.” A self-satisfied smile spreads across Takayuki’s face as he reveals the truth … and the tone of his voice changes, grows even more condescending. “For too long, the Kujou Clan’s position has been coveted by so many. There is no shortage of clans who would tear us down at the first opportunity. So, when the chance arose to gain the backing of another powerful nation and crack down on our enemies at the same time, it appeared to me to be an excellent deal. I simply saw no need to inform you, Sara.”

 Sara can’t believe her ears. “But … you worship the Shogun. How can you betray her after all this time and act like it’s nothing?!”

 “Betrayal?” Takayuki scoffs. “How can you call this a betrayal? The Fatui may think they are using me, but the reverse is true. What could they possibly hope to achieve? When the lightning strikes in Inazuma, they shall fall to their knees and tremble, paralyzed by fear and trepidation. After all … None can contend with the supreme power of the Almighty Raiden Shogun and the Musou no Hitotachi!”

 “His intention wasn’t to betray the Raiden Shogun,” Aether says softly, his voice colored by both surprise and understanding. “He’s just over-confident in her power.”

 “Yeah …” Paimon agrees. “He doesn’t worship the Raiden Shogun herself, but her power as a warrior – especially the Musou no Hitotachi. In fact, he seems to be way too into it …”

 Sara ignores their commentary. “But Master … what about loyalty? Ever since I was adopted by the Kujou Clan, you taught me the importance of loyalty from servants to their superiors … But it’s clear to me now that you wanted my loyalties to stop with the Kujou Clan. So you were scared that I would betray you one day? You hypocrite! Preaching about virtue just to mask your own wretched selfishness!”

 “Selfishness?” Takayuki snarls. “I am but safeguarding the eternity of the Kujou Clan. I’m quite sure the Almighty Shogun would be sympathetic to that, as would the former head of our clan.”

 “Hate to say it,” Paimon says, “but his ego is getting in the way. If he thinks the Kujou Clan is a match for the Fatui, Paimon thinks he’s in for a nasty surprise …”

 “There’s no point trying to argue with him,” Aether says, actual amusement in his voice, like he’s enjoying the show – enjoying listening to Takayuki spout out villainous diatribes that would be well at home in a light novel, right before the arrogant antagonist takes a fall. The Traveler’s right, of course but somehow that only makes Sara angrier.

 “I’ve doubted the Vision Hunt Decree in the past,” she admits out loud, for the first time. “I asked myself, is this truly the correct thing to do? Even though it goes against what I know in my heart to be right?”

 The memories give her shame now – the empty expressions of those she personally seized Visions from, the blood on her hands from those who resisted …

 “But I chose to obey the Shogun,” she forces herself to continue. “For as long as she leads the way, who among us is qualified to judge between right and wrong when we have not yet reached the end of the path? But now I realize that the path of eternity is one without end, while this path … it has long since been defiled by your selfish ways. So, I’m going to tell the Shogun the truth about all this. If nothing else, my conscience will be clear!”

 “Stubborn and futile …” Takayuki sneers. “Report to the Shogun if you so wish. The Kujou Clan’s position is now unshakable, and nothing you can do will change this. The Shogun is at Tenshukaku receiving a Snezhnayan diplomat – the Harbinger by the name of ‘Signora.’”

 “Signora!” Aether’s voice rings out in anger and he takes a step forward.

 “Signora’s the one behind all this?” asks Paimon. “Ugh, not her again! Way back in Ritou, Lady Hiiragi said something about the Kanjou Commissioner meeting with an arrogant-sounding woman … We should have known.”

 Sara barely hears their chatter. Instead, her mind zeroes in on this new target – the enemy who set this whole mess into motion. The one ultimately responsible for Inazuma’s civil war and so much loss of life. Takayuki bears part of the blame, it’s true, as does Sara herself for blindly following him, but the Fatui were the ones who orchestrated this whole mess. They should be the ones who pay the most for it!

 “A diplomat from Snezhnaya? Well! If she thinks she’s leaving Inazuma in one piece, she’s got another thing coming!”

 With that, Sara takes off again.

 Rage fuels her steps as she storms out of the Tenryou Commission Headquarters so fast she might as well be flying. Numerous fellow Tenryou Commission soldiers stand in her way – they must be under orders to keep anyone from intruding upon the Shogun’s meeting with the Snezhnayan diplomat. Sara deals with them all as she must – swiftly and decisively. Even the Okuzumeshuu – the Shogun’s elite guards. None of them have ever been a match for Sara. It’s why Sara, not them, is the Shogun’s appointed champion when anyone is brazen enough to challenge their Archon to a duel. Sara only hopes that the respect that the Shogun has shown for Sara’s skills extends to Sara herself. That the Shogun will listen to her, if for no other reason than that Sara has put her life on the line for the sake of the Shogun’s honor, multiple times, both before and after the Vision Hunt Decree began.

 She will, Sara tells herself. She has to.

 It’s an uphill battle – quite literally. Sara is forced to fight her way up multiple staircases to make it to the throne room doors. Her anger lends her speed and stamina, however, so much so that she barely notices how far she’s come until she reaches her destination.

 The last of the Okuzumeshuu to stand in her way falls to his knees, gasping and clutching his lower ribs, as Sara strides past him and flings open the throne room doors.

 “Forgive me, Your Excellency,” she says by way of introduction, “but I come before you with the gravest of news. The Fatui cannot be trusted! And to my everlasting shame, they have been collaborating with the Tenryou Commission with the aim of destabilizing our country!”

 There’s a woman standing before the Shogun – the Snezhnayan diplomat. Everything about her is pale – her hair, her skin, her clothes, even her eyes. They’re an icy blue, but they begin to glow as they narrow in on her, and too late Sara realizes the danger that she’s in.

 Cryo explodes around her – far colder than the cryo summoned by normal Vision holders, and far more of it than even a strong allogene’s elemental burst can summon. Like on the beach, when Mayu lost control of her Delusion – but unlike Mayu, Signora is clearly in perfect control.

 Sara doesn’t even have a chance – not to defend herself nor to dodge. Just like on the beach when she fought Mayu, the world explodes in frigid white, and Sara falls to the floor, unconscious.

 

 


 

 The moment to strike arrives, as they knew it would – and the Resistance might not have known what they were waiting for, but they know it when they see it. When their spies in the city bring them word that Madam Kujou just returned from the Grand Narukami Shrine in a hurry, then proceeded to go on a rampage through Tenshukaku, and that she was followed to both the Tenryou Commission Headquarters and the Shogun’s palace itself by the Traveler, that’s as sure a sign that Yae Miko’s plan is under way as they’re going to get.

 Kazuha goes with Gorou’s squad and with Beidou’s blessing. Their mission: to rendezvous with the Traveler, then play things by ear. That could mean anything from assassinating the Shogun right then and there, or carving a path out of Tenshukaku as they retreat. No matter what happens, however, they’ll be striking a blow against the Shogun’s regime tonight. An invasion of Tenshukaku, however brief, will be devastating to the Shogun’s image, the perception that she is infallible, and to her troops’ morale. Successfully withdrawing with minimal casualties on the Resistance’s side will shake the common peoples’ confidence in the Shogun – maybe irreparably. If they can also do some real physical damage, so much the better …

 Opposition in the city itself is extremely light. The city’s watch and their relief guards have been stretched thin and run ragged since the Vision Hunt Ceremony, dealing with the upsurge in petty crimes, which coincided with Heizou losing his Vision. They’re tired and confused, and easily subdued.

 The Resistance doesn’t take part in needless bloodshed – fleeing civilians and even soldiers who break ranks and run are allowed to escape. Enemy soldiers are tied up rather than killed in cold blood. They press onward and upward, past the Shogun’s cursed statue, to the entrance of Tenshukaku itself – where they find Aether walking as though in a daze, Paimon hovering over him anxiously.

 Worry strikes Kazuha. That look in Aether’s eyes is frighteningly empty – frighteningly similar to the way Heizou looked right after his Vision was seized. But as Kazuha, Gorou, and the rest of their squad skid to a stop, Aether definitely registers their presence. His expression is still dazed, but not empty. Paimon brightens, clearly relieved to have some aid in dealing with Aether and waves to them.

 And that’s when it happens.

 Electro begins to crackle behind them, dark and ominous – not just a few strands of electricity or a bolt of lightning, but like a localized storm. Aether registers the threat as it takes shape, as it grows and stretches like a giant gaping maw … or an entrance into the Abyss.

 Then, like a demon emerging from the depths, she appears.

 The Raiden Shogun.

 The real one, Kazuha is certain. Not just the marionette who cut down his friend, but the true leader of their country who abandoned them all to the Fatui and her so easily corrupted puppet regime.

 Then her blade appears, and for a heartbeat Kazuha can’t move, can’t breathe. All he can do is stare in horror as the realization that he’s about to lose another friend hits him. But before that realization sinks in … something happens. His mind, his soul, his very being rebels. He’s lost too many people he cares about to the Shogun’s regime! He’s not going to lose anyone else!

 “There will always be those who dare to brave the lightning’s glow.”

 His slain friend’s words echo in his mind. Then it’s like being struck by lightning – no, more like becoming lightning. Kazuha moves. He surges forward faster than he’s ever moved before, faster than he even thought possible for anyone. He rushes past Aether and Paimon and puts himself between them and the electro-charged katana descending upon them and when his blade collides with it, impossibly, he meets it with a lightning infused blade of his own.

 It’s like being at the center of an explosion. Violet elemental energy bursts outward from their swords. The strength of it threatens to crack the stones beneath Kazuha’s feet. Somehow, incredibly, he manages to hold his stance, to keep his sword locked with the Shogun’s as an impossible amount of electro courses through both their bodies and their blades.

 It takes all of Kazuha’s strength to hold his ground, and it takes both his hands on his blade to match the Shogun’s one-handed grip.  Her expression is impassive as she stares him down. As though she expects him to weaken and fold. As though her victory in this, and in all things, is a foregone conclusion – after all, who has ever managed to stand before her? Everyone else who has ever even dared is now dust – right alongside of so many of those who gave her their loyalty, their lives, their everything. Mountains of Inazuman corpses have piled up during this civil war thanks to her negligence and her absence. Thousands of the living suffer still – families that will never be whole again. Allogenes who have had pieces of their souls stolen. All of it ultimately comes down to her!

 It’s that fury that allows Kazuha to not only endure but to power through – to not just match but exceed the Shogun’s strength. And when he breaks the stalemate they entered when their swords clashed, it is the Shogun who staggers back.

 That wipes the impassive expression right off her perfect porcelain doll face.

 Kazuha doesn’t have the chance to appreciate his victory, however. The Shogun recovers too quickly and immediately goes on the attack. He blocks a strike meant to disembowel him, but the leverage the Shogun gets with her blade sends him flying, like a wine cork popping out of a bottle. He lets the momentum carry him backwards, rather than try to resist, controlling his motions the best he can – dragging his feet to slow himself down, keeping his stance so he doesn’t topple. When he finally loses the fight to stay on his feet, he manages to go down on one knee rather than face plant, his blade plunged into the ground, leaving a molten gouge in the stones.

 Gorou is immediately there, gripping his shoulders, checking to make sure he’s okay. In front of him, something clinks against the ground – his friend’s masterless Vision, now lit up violet, like a storm … except it dims again, right before Kazuha’s eyes, before it even finishes rattling against the stones.

 What … just happened?

 Kazuha isn’t completely sure. Did he really just … ? And his friend’s Vision … ?

 He doesn’t have time to make sense of it, because his brief, miniscule victory against the Archon just bolstered his fellow Resistance warriors’ spirits and incited them into action. To Kazuha’s horror they charge the Shogun, uttering war cries as they race toward their death, and Gorou, Gorou leads them. They’re no match for her. They’ll be slaughtered. Kazuha needs to do something, needs to stop them … but he … can’t … move.

 It’s Aether who saves the day.

 Much closer to the Archon, he engages her first, turning on her and leaping into the air, sword held high.

 He disappears before he can descend upon her. It’s as though the sphere of space containing both him and the Shogun is dissolved into electro, leaving Kazuha, Gorou, and Gorou’s squad alone at the threshold of Tenshukaku.

 Kazuha gapes, still not sure what happened, or what’s going on even now. As the seconds stretch out before them, and neither the Shogun nor the Traveler reappears, it starts to feel like, for the moment at least, the danger has passed.

 With at least a brief respite at hand, Kazuha lets himself slump to the ground. Not unconscious. He can’t afford that. But he is exhausted. He needs to give in to his weakness and rest, if only for a few moments. If he doesn’t, he’s not going to be recovered enough for what, if anything, happens next.

 It’s all in Aether’s hands now. All they can do until they see some sign of him is wait.

 


 

It’s all coming together now! ^_^

 

We’re close enough to the end that I think I have a handle on how many chapters are left.  The number is subject to change if any chapters turn out too short or too long, and need to be combined or split, but it shouldn’t fluctuate by much. Thank you for joining me for the ride so far!  It’s been a long time in coming, but I’ll be doing my very best to deliver a strong finish!





31. Chapter 31



 On a good day, with the wind neither fighting nor aiding them, an allogene who’s moderately experienced at wind gliding can make it from the top of Mount Yougou to the entrance of Inazuma City with no problem. Not that anyone is technically supposed to be leaping off the mountain … but people do. Those who don’t have Visions, however, tend to not have the same reserves of stamina. So, from the beginning, Heizou knew that he and Sango weren’t going to be able to glide all the way back to the capitol – that they’d have to touch down midway there and jog the rest of the way.

 The limiting factor for how long and far they’re able to glide, however, turns out not to be Sango’s stamina but his own. Not that that’s a surprise to Heizou after the amount of effort he expended just making it to the top of the mountain.

 “Sango!” Heizou shouts to his former partner when he feels his strength beginning to wane.

 Sango, a dozen meters ahead, glances back over her shoulder at him. The rush of air past her ears probably kept her from being able to hear the nuances of his tone, but she is well aware of his situation and probably already knew why he was hailing her. A look at his face confirms her suspicions, and she raises one hand over her head to signal that she understands, as she twists back around. They begin angling toward the ground then, shooting for Byakko Plains rather than Inazuma City itself.

 “You okay?” Sango asks, as soon as they touch down on the grass.

 “Yeah. Just drained.” Heizou’s thoughts are foggy too. He has the feeling that it’s not going to be much longer before he’s completely useless when it comes to rational thinking. Even now, he’s not sure where the best place for him to be is when that time finally comes. His home, so that he’s out of the way? Sango’s place, so that he’s protected, so that none of the people who have a grudge against him from his detective days can get to him? Or simply out here, in the wilds, so he can just disappear if Yae’s plan suddenly falls flat. He knows he shouldn’t be thinking like that … but it’s not like trying not to think about what will happen if the worst happens ever works.

 “Madam Kujou was always going to beat us by a long way,” Sara says, grabbing his shoulder and hauling him along with her, as though she has some idea of what’s going through his mind. “She’ll probably have the Tenryou Commission stirred into a frenzy by the time we make it to the city. Good thing the agency is in Hanamizaka. We can slip in there with no one the wiser and take stock of the situation before we make our move. It could be that the best course of action might simply be to wait for the dust to settle. Especially if the Tenryou Commission is mobilizing their troops. Which they very well might be since you mentioned the Resistance was going to be on hand to see if Yae’s plan is working. If they make a move, it’s going to be all hands on deck for Tenryou Commission soldiers, of which you are still one. Best to keep you out of their sights so you can recover.”

 “And not be pitted against Kazuha or his friends,” Heizou agrees.

 Walking is much slower than wind gliding. Heizou tries to keep his pace up – would like to jog, so they could get to Inazuma City faster. He just doesn’t have the energy to … but like Sango said, they were never going to match pace with Sara, and he knows it. Even once they make it to the city, Sara is undoubtably heading straight to Tenryou Commission Headquarters, or maybe even Tenshukaku itself, which is as far from the city entrance as you can get. There’s no way he could make it there in time to make a difference.

 Heizou’s part in this story is over. He can no longer influence its outcome. He hopes that he did enough. Somehow it doesn’t feel like he did, but that might just be the Delusion’s final effects wearing off, letting him fall back into the sea of hopelessness he was drowning in before he found it and froze himself a life preserve. Either way, it’s all out of his hands now …

 At least that’s what he thinks.

 Heizou and Sango are both exhausted by the time they reach the city’s entrance – Heizou more than Sango, but she’s been through an ordeal too, and all the traveling they’ve done today has taken its toll on both of them. As they drag themselves into Hanamizaka, they can tell that something’s happening in the city. The guards usually stationed at the city’s entrance are missing. The streets are abuzz with nervous chatter. Rather than try and gather information, they make a beeline toward the detective agency.

 “Sango! Mr. Heizou!” Ryuuji looks relieved at the sight of them.

 “Keep it down, Ryuuji!” Sango hisses, and she and Heizou hurry inside. Ryuuji follows them.

 “I’m sorry!” he whispers. “I’m just really happy to see you both safe! I was worried about you! Both of you! I know you can handle yourselves, but –”

 “Things happen,” Sango says with a sigh. “It comes with the territory.”

 “Yes. It’s great to see you’re both okay!” Ryuuji bustles around – pulling up a chair for Heizou as Sango sinks into the one already at the table, putting water on for tea, rustling up a plate of cold katsu sandwiches from the chilled cupboard that he must have made several days ago, and been keeping on cryo for them, waiting for them to make it back.

 Fried food is Heizou’s favorite – especially all types of katsu … but looking at the sandwiches now just makes him feel tired. Back to no appetite … to no interest in much of anything. Is this to be his life now?

 He hears Ryuuji and Sango talking – Ryuuji filling Sango in on the recent happenings, such as a contingent of soldiers in Resistance uniforms storming into the city, scattering the guards as they went, and rumors that Kujou Sara returned to the city, furious about something, though Ryuuji can’t confirm that one.

 Kazuha must be in the city. Sara must have confronted Takayuki by now at the very least. And the Traveler … Heizou neither knows what they’re doing, nor does he have it in him to care. What could just one outlander do against the immovable will of the Shogun, anyway? What could anyone do? Everything Heizou’s been through the past week, all his efforts … they’ve all been for nothing. He knows it now.

 He’s just given up, truly and completely, when something happens.

 “Ahh!” he gasps as his temples begin pulsing. It’s not quite painful, but the sensation … it’s far from pleasant.

 “Heizou? What’s wrong? Heizou?”

 Sango and Ryuuji are both right there, both standing over him, holding on to him, as he bends over, clutching his head, but he is barely aware of their presence. He can’t hear them, can’t see them – his eyes are focused on a scene that’s not before him, but elsewhere, someplace where his vision shouldn’t reach, and somehow, someway, Heizou sees him. Aether. Speaking with Yae Miko. The two stand before the Shogun, Aether defiant, Yae calculating and contrary, and Heizou has the strangest feeling that … that they were calling for him.

 Then he feels it. Anemo. The power of his Vision – of his ambitions – and suddenly Heizou remembers why he became a detective in the first place, and what this has all been for. He glares across time and space at the Shogun and gives words to his defiance, even as he entrusts it to Aether and Yae.

 “Abolish the Vision Hunt Decree.”

 He doesn’t say it out loud. At least he doesn’t think that he does. But he feels those words echo through his soul and knows that they’ve been heard. Aether springs into action – engages the Shogun in single combat, and Heizou can see that they’re on equal footing.

 Then, for Heizou, the world, or rather worlds, start slipping away. Both the real world where Sango and Ryuuji are clinging to him and calling for him, and the ethereal plane where Aether and the Shogun are having their showdown. This, whatever this was, took everything Heizou had left. Now, with every bit of his energy used up, Heizou is going to pass out for a while. Perhaps a long while. Maybe even until this is all over, and wouldn’t that be nice? Waking up with his Vision restored to him, no more waiting, no more fretting.

 It will happen. He’ll get it back. Heizou knows that now. Aether is going to win.

 Entrusting his ambitions Aether, and his immediate safety to Sango and Ryuuji, Heizou closes his eyes and lets go.

 


 

 It’s the longest wait of Kazuha’s life, but it’s worth it when Aether suddenly reappears, stumbling out of a rift in space, exhausted but exhilarated.

 “We’ve done it,” he tells them, before the crackle of electro has even disappeared behind him. “The Shogun is going to abolish the Vision Hunt Decree. We’ve won.”

 For a moment, dead silence, as they take it in, as they realize that they have done the impossible, their ultimate goal has been achieved. Then everyone reacts at once – talking, shouting, cheering, crying, hugging one another, hugging Aether and Paimon. Everything they fought for … it wasn’t all for nothing.

 Kazuha pulls back to the edges of their group once the initial exaltation has worn off. Putting a hand over his heart, he can feel it still hammering in his chest, dangerously fast, as it has been since he faced down the Shogun. It’s slowed a little since then, he thinks, but he needs to be careful not to overdo it. Gorou, who’s been keeping a close eye on him, catches him checking his pulse. It jolts him out of celebration mode, which is a shame, but necessary, Kazuha knows. He makes his way to Kazuha’s side, a question in his eyes. Even when Kazuha nods, Gorou reaches out to place two fingers against Kazuha’s throat to check for himself. He frowns at how fast Kazuha’s heart is still beating, then turns to his men.

 “Form up!” he barks to them. “We’re withdrawing from the city. Remember, the mission’s not over until we make it home safely!”

 The reminder does nothing to kill the mood, but they fall in quickly and begin to make their way out of the city, regrouping with several other squads as they go. Word of the Vision Hunt Decree’s repeal begins to spread amongst the people of the city who overhear them telling their comrades the news. None bar their way as they exit the city – though they don’t traverse the entire length of the city, all the way down to the main entrance in Hanamizaka. Instead, they leave through the side, then glide down from the cliffs, toward the beach. That makes it easier to rendezvous with the fleet.

 Before he leaps down, Kazuha gives one final glance over his shoulder. Heizou is here somewhere, he knows. It’s probably for the best that he leaves without seeing him – it would complicate things for his friend, Kazuha knows … but he wishes he could have gotten a glimpse of him, or had a word with him all the same. Wishes he could be the one to tell him that everything is going to be alright now. That they won, and he’ll be getting his Vision back. He has to content himself with the knowledge that Heizou will be learning soon – he might have even heard already.

 “See you soon, my friend,” Kazuha whispers to the wind before he goes. “Hopefully next time we meet, your Vision will have been returned to you.”

 


 

 Takayuki ignores the commotion that follows in the wake of Sara’s exit, confident that whatever rabble has been roused by her stunts will quickly quiet, and that his wayward daughter’s antics will be quickly suppressed by the Shogun herself. After all, what has he done but facilitate Inazuma’s path to eternity? The common people were never meant to be anything more than flagstones on that path and foreigners such as the Fatui amount to even less.

 So, when his youngest son, Kamaji knocks on the door of his private office and enters with news of what’s transpired, Takayuki’s shock is beyond measure.

 “Father,” Kamaji says, bowing quickly in an attempt to make up for his rudeness of entering without permission. “I have urgent news. The Shogun is repealing the Vision Hunt Decree.”

 “What?! Impossible!”

 “There are rumors circulating throughout the entire city – the capitol has been in a constant state of commotion since Sara’s return. A force of insurgents made their way to Tenshukaku itself. There was a duel before the throne that seems to have been about an entirely separate matter. Then another duel, after which the Shogun agreed to abolish the Vision Hunt Decree. I confirmed this with the Okuzumeshuu themselves. They’re in the process of drafting the decree’s repeal for the Shogun as we speak.”

 Takayuki stands and starts to exclaim something, but finds he has no words. He ends up simply gaping at his son in a manner far less dignified than a man of his office ever should.

 “This … can’t be,” he finally manages to get out. Kamaji must be wrong. That’s the only explanation – but if he confirmed this with the Shogun’s Okuzumeshuu …

 “And another thing, Father,” Kamaji says. “It’s Sara …”

 “Sara? What about her?” Takayuki practically snarls. Because this is her fault. All of this – whatever this is – it all comes back to her and the tantrum she threw over her worthless ideals!

 “She’s injured, Father,” Kamaji tells him. “The Okuzumeshuu say that she was struck by the Snezhnayan diplomat, Signora, who was the losing party in the duel before the throne. The Shogun does not seem to be holding her interference in their meeting against her, though – Her Excellency ordered the Okuzumeshuu to carry her to a healer for medical attention.”

 The nearest healer … that would be at Doushin headquarters, where they have a small clinic on site, to treat both their staff and prisoners if the need arises. Perfect.

 “Kamaji. Assemble a squad to escort me,” Takayuki orders. “We will be placing Sara under arrest and imprisoning her here in Tenryou Commission Headquarters.”





32. Chapter 32



 When Sara awakens, she’s so cold she’s certain that she must be frozen down to her very soul. So cold that it hurts to even breathe. Her ribs feel like they’re splintering apart as air enters her lungs. She fights against a cough, knowing that will only bring agony. She’s afraid to move more than she absolutely has to – afraid her skin will crack like ice if she does.

 “We’re a bit overwhelmed right now, gentlemen,” a semi-familiar voice states. “People who have had their Visions confiscated all over the city have all fallen unconscious after having some sort of fit. Is that what’s wrong with her, too?”

 Heizou.

 Worry for her missing subordinate cuts through the pain and cold. It doesn’t dispel them, of course, but it does spur Sara into trying to fight them, to regain awareness and mobility.

 “This is Madam Kujou Sara, and we have been ordered by her Divine Excellency the Shogun herself to see that she gets medical assistance.”

 What?

 “I see. Bring her over this way then. The Yoriki ordered his office to be used for tending to our own.”

 Sara has no sense of being moved, but they must obey. She hears a slight rustling of fabric. Then the one who must have brought her here speaks again.

 “You should know, the episodes that those who lost their Visions just had may have something to do with Her Excellency’s new edict. She is abolishing the Vision Hunt Decree as we speak.”

 What?!

 Joy and relief surge through Sara at the news. They did it. Yae Miko and Aether. They succeeded even though Sara herself failed. With the Vision Hunt Decree repealed, the war should end and those whose Visions were seized should regain what they lost once they’re returned … or at least that’s what Sara hopes. No, they will. She has to believe that – has to believe that the people she hurt will be okay again.

 Knowing what she knows now, she’ll never be able to forgive herself if they aren’t.

 “That is good to hear. Maybe once Detective Shikanoin is back on the job, the rest of us can finally get a minute to breathe. Put her over here, next to him, at least for the moment. He’s chomping at the bit to get out of here though, and with so many other patients we won’t be able to hold him for long.”

 Shikanoin – Heizou – is here. And doing well by the sounds of it. Relief floods Sara’s veins. It takes a bit of the edge off of the cold that still grips her.

 “Really, Ryuuji, I’m fine. I feel better than I have since I lost my Vision.”

 Speak of the devil. Heizou’s voice drifts to Sara’s ears from across the room.

 “And I’m very glad for that, Mr. Heizou,” says another semi-familiar voice – presumably Ryuuji, “but Sango has given me strict orders to make sure you stay here and rest until the medic gives you leave to go.”

 “But I’m fine,” Heizou practically whines. “What happened to me was actually a good thing, if my intuition is correct – which it is.”

 “You don’t know that. You looked like you were having some sort of seizure, but infused with elemental energy. Then it was like you went into shock. Please understand that after everything you’ve been through lately, as your friend I can’t let you take any risks right now.”

 The voices grow louder as Sara is carried closer. She hears the whisper of her hair brush against something beneath her, and then gets a vague sense of being laid down.

 “Is that – ?” Ryuuji begins.

 “Kujou? What happened to her? Is she okay?” The worry in Heizou’s voice sounds genuine. That hits harder than Sara expects it to.

 “She was attacked by the Snezhnayan diplomat with some sort of cryo weapon. We brought her here for treatment, as per our instructions. We’ll leave her in your hands.”

 “Yes, don’t worry. We’ll take care of her,” says the first semi-familiar voice, who Sara realizes now must be one of the Doushin’s medics.

 “Heizou, what are you doing?”

 “Giving her my shock blanket.”

 Something settles overtop of Sara’s body. Something warm. Sara even thinks that she might be able to feel that it’s soft. She struggles against the icy cold that’s keeping her under.

It’s hard. It takes a monumental amount of effort to even open her eyes.

 “Hey Kujou,” Heizou greets her once she finally manages. “How are you feeling?”

 “Cold,” Sara says hoarsely.

 Heizou manages to convince Ryuuji to trust him alone long enough to heat up some water for tea, as the medic checks Sara over. By the time Ryuuji is back, the medic has determined that Sara is afflicted with nothing worse than lingering cold effect from being hit with cryo attacks and prescribes her rest, more blankets, and the hot tea that is on the way, before bustling off to check on other patients. Sara’s rank and the Shogun’s direct orders for her to be treated merit her better care than such a cursory examination, but even with the lack of regard for Her Excellency’s instructions, Sara can’t find it in herself to even be perturbed. She prefers not to be fussed over when she’s injured or ill, and now, when there’s cause for concern for those who lost their Visions especially, she can’t in good conscience allow more resources to be wasted on her than she can help.

 She doesn’t object, however, when Heizou assists her in sitting up, and places the soup bowl full of tea that Ryuuji just brought back into her hands.

 “This does not get you off the hook for going AWOL,” she warns him, but her heart really isn’t in it, and her voice is like gravel.

 “’Course not,” Heizou agrees amiably.

 “I mean it.”

 “I know. You should try that tea. Ryuuji’s great at brewing it. All the practice he’s had, working under Sango –”

 “Of course brewing tea for Sango isn’t the only thing I do,” Ryuuji says defensively. “I’m her full-fledged assistant after all. I’ve led a fulfilling life since leaving the Doushin.”

 “I’m sure you have.” Sara doesn’t just say that to placate him. In the wake of what she learned tonight about the truth behind the Vision Hunt Decree and the war it caused … it feels like the past few years of Sara’s life have all been for nothing. No, worse than all for nothing. She was on the wrong side of the conflict. She hurt – even killed – people she should have been protecting. Her loyalty for the Shogun seems like such a flimsy shield now. She’s glad that Ryuuji, at least, can look at what he’s done with his life without feeling ashamed. There’s far more honor in finding lost cats and outing cheating spouses than in what Sara’s career has required her to do.

 Sara closes her eyes, glad for the relative privacy that the Yoriki’s office affords her. Aside from Heizou and herself, there are only two other patients here, and both of them seem to be either unconscious or asleep. So, if she breaks down and cries, there will be very few witnesses – and Sara hasn’t been this close to crying since she was orphaned as a child. She actually starts shaking as the night’s events begin to catch up with her, and as it sinks in how wrong she’s been for so very long.

 “Er – Mr. Heizou is she …” Ryuuji hisses under his breath.

 “Yeah, I think so,” Heizou whispers back.

 “What do we do?”

 “Pretend we think this is all because of the cold and let her save face.”

 Another blanket is added to the one that Heizou gave her. Its weight is warm and comforting. Then Heizou and Ryuuji make forced, awkward small talk with each other as Sara struggles to keep it together. After a few minutes, Heizou gently suggests that Sara drink her tea – that it will help. So Sara takes a sip. The warmth that floods her body helps her regain a bit more control and compose herself, since it gives her something to focus on other than how horribly she’s screwed up. It’s well brewed, but the quality is nothing to write home about. She supposes that’s to be expected since Ryuuji must have scrounged it up from the Doushin’s stores. The fact that it doesn’t have an acrid or scorched taste like the tea here usually has is testament to the care he took when preparing it.

 The distraction helps Sara keep it together – to steel herself, because there is still work to be done to make things right again. She’ll grieve for the Inazumans who lost their lives meaninglessly later. Once she’s at least made a start on fixing the mistakes she was a party to, and in the privacy of her own home.

 “Would you like more tea, Madam Kujou?” Ryuuji asks, once she’s finished the bowl.

 “No, thank you,” Sara tells him. She forces herself to sit up straighter, and even thinks about peeling off one of her blankets. The chill still grips her though. It’s fading, but she’s not ready to give up the warmth just yet.

 “You look like you’re feeling better. Which is good. Because I think it’s about time we got moving,” Heizou says, suddenly looking cagey.

 “No – you are staying right here, Heizou. Sango’s orders! And Madam Kujou looks like she should still be resting too! Ah! Which is not to say you look bad, Madam Kujou, I just meant –”

 “I think we should get out of here and lay low, Kujou,” Heizou says, lowering his voice. “My intuition tells me that you, at least, are in danger. The Shogun may have repealed the Vision Hunt Decree, but did she say anything at all about restructuring the Tenryou Commission? And if not, who’s still in charge?”

 “That would be my fa – that would be Takayuki,” Sara says. “But he wouldn’t –”

 There’s a commotion outside the door, in the main area of the Doushin Headquarters. A familiar imperious voice barking orders and the sound of troubled murmurs and many feet.

 “I hate it when I’m right,” Heizou says conversationally.

 Sara grits her teeth and forces her legs off the side of her cot, so she can stand. She’s on her feet when Takayuki storms in, though both blankets are still draped around her arms and shoulders.

 “Sara,” Takayuki says, glowering at her, an emotion Sara has never before seen from him smoldering in his eyes. “You are under arrest for treason against the Shogun.”

 Sara glares back at him. For a moment she’s too furious to speak.


            “By whose authority?” 



            “You have some nerve!”



            “If you think that I’m going to come quietly, you’ve got another thing coming!”


 There’s a lot that she could say, but Sara is far too enraged to even form words.

 “I see you’re thinking of resisting,” Takayuki says, a cruel smile spreading across his face. “But we both know that you won’t do that. After all, I’m still the head of the Tenryou Commission – the legal arm of the Shogun herself. To disobey a direct order from me is tantamount to disobeying a direct order from Her Excellency. And you are nothing if not loyal, are you Sara?”

 “To Her Excellency. Who you betrayed,” Sara snaps.

 “She may be repealing the Vision Hunt Decree, but that does not mean she views my actions as betrayal. She has said nothing about revoking my right to lead.”

 “Just you wait! That is surely coming!”

 “Maybe. But until it does, to defy me is to defy the Shogun’s law, and you know it. So, think very carefully about your next move, Sara.”

 And Sara does.

 Because Takayuki, damn him, is technically correct. However reprehensible his actions, he still wields Her Excellency’s authority until she revokes it. Though Sara is certain that it’s only a matter of time until the Shogun does just that, the fact of the matter is that she hasn’t done it yet. Sara has already overstepped the Shogun’s authority once today, in a very public and violent display. Even though it seems like the Shogun has granted her clemency for that, to overstep again so soon might be unforgivable. Sara cannot risk it. Not for herself. If it was for someone else’s sake, she might … that is, if she were even capable of fighting. Which, right now, she is not. Perhaps she could take on one or two of the men Takayuki’s brought with him, but there’s no way she can fight them all off. She’ll be dragged from Doushin Headquarters kicking and screaming, or else knocked unconscious. It is best, she decides, to face these circumstances with dignity, and trust that obeying the Shogun’s law will prove to be the right choice, in time.

 Ironic … she expected so many others to do the same … to give up their Visions when ordered, to stand down and obey the law … but now that it’s her turn, she wishes she could fight it … and she’s not even losing her Vision. At least not permanently.

 She reaches for it now though, intending to subtly hand it off to Heizou – to shed the blankets and give her Vision to him with them, since Takayuki will confiscate it before locking her in the Tenryou Commission’s cells, and she trust Heizou with it far more than her adoptive father.

 “Very well then,” she says. “I won’t resist.”

 “That’s fine,” Heizou says, almost casually as he steps between her and Takayuki. “I’ll resist for you.”

 “What – Shikanoin, what are you –”

 “Resisting,” Heizou repeats. “Like I wish I had done before the Vision Hunt Ceremony. I guess I felt, back then, like I didn’t have the right to. After everything I had done. That my number was finally up. And it seems like things are turning out okay in the end. But if I had it to do over again, I would have resisted. And I don’t want to have any regrets after finding out you met with some unfortunate accident in the Tenryou Commission’s cells. So. Here we are.”

 Sara cuts her gaze toward Takayuki, whose face is turning red with rage.

 “Stand aside, Doushin Shikanoin,” he spits. “You won’t be allowed off lightly for defying the Shogun either!”

 “Okay,” Heizou says reasonably, “but here’s the thing. I don’t think I am defying the Shogun. Let’s put emotions aside and look at things logically. Her Excellency is the reason that Madam Kujou is even here right now. She clearly pardoned her for whatever transgressions she committed. It was one of her Okuzumeshuu who carried her here for treatment, and we all know that they only take orders from Her Excellency. By that we can deduce that the Shogun wants Kujou to receive medical attention, and not from the inside of a cell. So, by this line of reasoning, the one in defiance of Her Excellency’s will … is you.”

 “His logic is sound,” Ryuuji says before Takayuki can speak.

 “Enough! Shikanoin, this is your last chance! Stand down or I’ll place you under arrest too!”

 “Shikanoin, don’t,” Sara urges him. The last thing she wants is one of the only people she can trust imprisoned right along with her. And by now a crowd is gathering – not just her father’s men, but behind them, every Doushin in the station is pressing as close as they can to see what’s going on.

 “I know how we can solve this disagreement and see for sure who’s right,” Heizou says brightly. “The solution is actually really, really simple. Kujou Takayuki, I challenge you to a duel before the throne!”

 Stunned silence meets this proclamation.

 Sara feels her jaw drop wide open. For a moment all she can do is gape.

 Then the murmurs begin.

 “What – did Heizou really just –”

 “A duel before the throne?!”

 “No one ever said Shikanoin doesn’t have balls, but this –”

 “I decline,” Takayuki snaps. “Her Excellency has invested me with her –”

 “You know what, that’s fine,” Heizou interrupts. “I can kick your ass right here.”

 “Oh boy,” Ryuuji mutters.

 Takayuki’s face turns from red to purple. Sara’s certain that he’s nearly apoplectic with rage now. “Seize him!” he screams at his men. “Seize them both! Now!”

 There’s a brief hesitation. Then the soldiers Takayuki brought with him step forth.

 Heizou surges forward to meet them and then – it’s chaos. He’s so fast, Sara can’t even keep track of his movements. Sara knew that he was a devastating fighter, even without his Vision but this – this is beyond any expectations she could ever have held for any single warrior. Insanely, Sara is forced to wonder if it should be Heizou who is Her Excellency’s champion in duels …

 In addition to his blinding speed, Heizou is strong, and he’s smart. He breaks bones to put his foes out of the fight, or else uses them against one another, grappling with one and throwing him into two more charging enemies, or delivering a devastating stomp-like kick that snaps a man’s shinbone where he stands.

 For a moment, all Sara can do is stare. Then she feels herself being pulled away, toward the wall – no, toward the window.

 “Come on, Madam Kujou! Heizou’s buying time so you can escape!” Ryuuji says.

 “No – I can’t let him face so many alone –”

 “You can’t fight right now, can you? I don’t mean to be rude, general, but you’ll only be in his way, and ruin his chance of escaping too! Trust me, he will escape – the other Doushin are on his side, not your father’s.”

 That … that’s true. Sara realizes it even as Ryuuji rips open the paper covering of the Yoriki’s office window so they can escape. Heizou, unbelievably, has the upper hand, as well as the favor of his comrades. If his plan is to hold them off so Sara can get away before he makes his own escape, Sara has no doubt he will succeed – as long as she doesn’t ruin it by lingering.

 So, when Ryuuji jumps out the window and holds out his hand to help her through, she takes it.

 “Stop them! They’re getting away! “You three! Go outside and head them off! You two, grab them!” Takayuki screams, even as Sara clambers over the windowsill. A rough hand grabs her arm before she can get all the way through and yanks her back inside. With her muscles still weak from the cold, Sara suddenly finds herself on the floor.

 Then there’s a blur of brown, white, and maroon and Heizou lets out a shout as he delivers a punch that sends the man who grabbed Sara flying clean through the window.

 “Whoa!” Ryuuji yelps, ducking just in the nick of time for the man to fly over his head.

 “Up!” Heizou tells Sara, then unceremoniously grabs her by the front of her shirt to haul her off the floor. “Go! I’m right behind you!”

 Sara obeys. Ryuuji is there to help her. This time she makes it through, and true to his word, Heizou somersaults through right after her.

 Then all three draw up short in surprise. Because there are far more soldiers outside than they bargained for. Sara can’t believe Takayuki had the foresight to bring this many. She steels herself, then summons her bow, because even Heizou won’t be able to take down all of these men alone. Weakened as she is, Sara won’t be much assistance, but she’ll be better than nothing.

 “Wait,” Heizou says, stepping in front of her and holding up an arm. “Those are –”

 Even as he speaks, Takayuki and several more of his men hurry out of the station … but he too draws up short at the sight of so many soldiers.

 “What’s going on?” Ryuuji hisses.

 “Just wait,” Heizou tells him. “I think –”

 “Lord Kujou Takayuki,” the soldier in the lead calls out, stepping forward with a scroll that bears the imperial seal. “Her Divine Excellency the Raiden Shogun, Archon of this land hereby revokes all authority invested in you over the people of Inazuma and all matters of law. Emergency authority is granted, instead, to Yoriki Owada of the Doushin. Her Divine Excellency charges you, Yoriki Owada with restoring order to the city of Inazuma. Serve faithfully and with honor.”

 As one, the entire contingent of Okuzumeshuu – and Sara now sees that is what they are – salutes Yoriki Owada.

 The Doushin Yoriki is quick on the uptake. He returns their salute with a deep bow, then strides forward, past the slack jawed, rapidly paling Takayuki, to accept the scroll they bear, bows again over the scroll once it’s in his hands, then rapidly assumes control of the situation.

 “First things first then,” he says sternly. “Any Tenryou Commission soldiers who came here with Lord Kujou, get the hell out of my station! All able bodied Doushin form up! We may be stretched to our limits, but we have our orders! We’re increasing patrols throughout the city and making doubly certain that our citizens have no cause for unrest. Now move!”

 There’s a flurry of motion as all the Doushin rush to obey. Takayuki’s soldiers move a bit more slowly, and uncertainly, but the fact that the Yoriki’s orders supersede Takayuki’s now are undeniable and they do obey.

 “And Lord Kujou’s soldiers! Take your washed-up lord with you!” Owada snaps when Takayuki himself doesn’t move. That spurs several of his soldiers to turn back for him and urge him to follow them, presumably back to Tenryou Commission Headquarters. Takayuki is stumbling after them when the Yoriki’s attention snaps to the trio who caused this whole ruckus in his station. “And you three!”

 Heizou and Ryuuji snap to attention out of instinct and habit. Then Ryuuji looks sheepish as he remembers he’s no longer a Doushin, and he relaxes his arms, though he continues to stand straight. Sara steps up to stand with them, prepared to share their fate, whatever it may be.

 “You three get back in the med ward and listen to our medic. That especially means you, Shikanoin. Behave for once, will you?”

 “Yes sir,” Heizou answers obediently. Then he takes a step backwards.

 “And use the door,” Owada says sounding very put upon.

 Heizou steps forward again, away from the window. Then he sighs.

 “Mr. Heizou? Are you okay?”

 “Yep,” Heizou answers, perking up. “Just a little sore that I didn’t get to punch Takayuki in the face. No offense, Kujou.”

 “None … taken.” Sara is still struggling to make sense of what just happened, to take it all in. “Shikanoin – Heizou – thank you. I … thank you.”

 Her words seem woefully inadequate in the face of what Heizou just did for her. Especially taking into consideration that she failed to do the same thing for him when he needed someone to come to his aid, to fight for him to keep a horrible injustice from befalling him. Sara didn’t help him – she was party to his downfall. It defies all belief that he would stand up for her …

 “You’re welcome,” Heizou says simply. And for a moment Sara thinks that’s all he’s going to say. He actually takes a step toward the Doushin Headquarters Entrance. Then he stops, probably more because of the streams of people both coming and going that he doesn’t feel like contesting with, even though he and Sara have their orders. “You know,” he continues, drawing up short so they can wait until elbowing their way through a crowd isn’t necessary, “my ambitions – the reason I got my Vision – they were to help people. To keep people from being hurt. They faded when my Vision was taken away. But I found my way back to them. I guess because that’s the kind of person I’m meant to be, whether I have special powers or not.”

 “I … yes.” Sara still doesn’t know quite what to say, but agreeing seems safe.

 “Mind you, I still want my Vision back. It’s damn useful,” Heizou says, his levity only slightly forced. “But it’s good to know that I found my way back to who I am without it.”

 “I’m glad. And for whatever it’s worth, I am so sorry that I did not stand for you –”

 “It’s fine. For me, I mean,” Heizou tells her soberly. “I won’t try to tell you that it’s going to be fine for everyone but what you did to help get the Vision Hunt Decree canceled will probably go a long way toward it for most people. I still don’t know all of what happened. Care to clue me in? Inside, I suppose. So we’re not out here in defiance of our orders.”

 They make their way inside then, and return to the Yoriki’s office. Sara doesn’t expect they’ll be there for long. Owada will have need of his space – the duty he’s been charged with will require all the resources at his disposal and more. Surely it won’t be long until the Doushin medic dismisses Sara and Heizou with a clean bill of health. Once he does, Sara can join in the effort to restore order to the capitol … and begin making up for her mistakes.

 “I’ll tell you everything. Everything that I know, at least,” Sara tells Heizou. Then something occurs to her. “Don’t think that I’ve forgotten you going AWOL against my direct orders … but in light of everything that’s happened … I suppose I can overlook that. Just this once.”

 Heizou’s smile is sheepish. His eyes are bright again. Sara will never admit that she’s actually looking forward to whatever mischief he will doubtlessly get himself into in the near future.

 She accepts the blankets back when Ryuuji offers them to her again. Declines his offer of another bowl of tea. Then she tells them what she kept from Heizou before – about how she met the Traveler during her investigation into the Grand Narukami Shrine, and about everything that’s happened since. It’s a good story, even if they don’t know exactly how it ends yet. All signs, at least, point to a happy ending.





33. Chapter 33



 The feeling that washes over Heizou when his Vision is returned to him is hard to describe. It fixes him in a way that makes him realize that nothing else ever could have – not his Delusion, not even the burst of vigor he received when he got that glimpse of the Traveler dueling the Shogun for the fate of Inazuma. As good as they both felt, they were only ever temporary fixes. They smoothed over the rough edges left by the missing pieces in his mind. Getting his Vision back fills those voids in so perfectly, you would never know that they had been gone … at least if not for the memories of their absence.

 Heizou nods his thanks to the Okuzumeshuu who returned it to him, then steps out of the growing line of Inazumans queuing up to get their Visions returned to them. He’d gotten there early – there had only been one person before him in the line. The process was a bit tiresome, what with verifying his identity even though they knew damn well who he was, as well as with the number of documents that had to be signed and stamped. Heizou wouldn’t be surprised if they simplify the process after today, considering how put upon the Okuzumeshuu look. They’ve rapidly been forced to learn a great number of skills since the Tenryou Commission fell into disarray, and bureaucracy is clearly not one that they’ve taken to. Sure, it sounds nice to verify everything thrice and make it all stamped and official, but Heizou gives them two hours before they start pulling out their hair over how over the top tedious they made this for themselves and everyone else.

 A smirk crosses his face as he begins to walk through the city. He hopes that they all get tremendous headaches from this. Heizou’s not a good enough person to completely forgive and forget, and can’t help but think that they deserve it.

 He doesn’t dwell on them and the horribly dull day that they are certain to have for too long, though. The rest of his day is free, and stretches out before him like a road, bright and full of possibilities. He can do whatever he wants … yet his intuition is telling him that, to do what he most wants to do, he should head home. So back to his apartment Heizou goes.

 He hops over the railing of the bridge before it ends in front of the lacquerware shop and takes the walkway around the building to the apartment entrance behind Shimura’s. Before he reaches his door, however, a flicker of red and white in his peripheral vision catches his eye. Heizou looks out into the public garden behind his house and sees the exact person he wants to see standing on the bridge over the garden’s small spring.

 Kazuha.

 Heizou grins, then he glides down to meet his friend without hesitation. Even just twelve hours ago a causal meeting like this would have been impossible, Kazuha being a wanted criminal and all. It’s hard to believe how much everything has changed in less than a day.

 “So,” he says to his friend, as he lights down on the bridge, “it was a pretty crazy night. Or so I’ve heard.”

  “Indeed,” Kazuha says so casually that he could be talking about the weather. “The rumor mills are bursting at the seams about both of us.”

 There is a slight pause as the two take one another in. Heizou, searching for any signs that Kazuha is in possession of an electro Delusion, Kazuha trying to suss out if Heizou still has his cryo one, and if getting back his Vision has healed him. After only two beats, both are satisfied that all is well with the other. Then they both move as one, crashing into each other in an almost violent embrace.

 “Kazuha … thank you …” Heizou chokes into his friend’s shoulder. He feels Kazuha’s arms squeeze around him almost painfully tight.

 “I couldn’t lose another friend,” Kazuha says hoarsely. “I’m so glad you’re okay.”

 “Thanks to you. I’m … sorry. I was on the wrong side of things for so long –”

 “You worked against the system from the inside. Everyone who matters knows that,” Kazuha says quickly.

 “I should have done more.” Heizou takes a shaky breath as he fights back tears. “I should have left rather than stand by even once.”

 “How many more would have lost their Visions if you had done that, though?” Kazuha asks.

 Heizou grimaces.

 “You were in an impossible position. And because you were where you were, you did more good than most … at great personal cost.” Kazuha puts his hands on Heizou’s shoulders and steps back just enough that they can look each other in the eye. “I am so very glad that it turned out alright for you in the end.”

 Heizou pulls Kazuha into another hug, even though his friend only just broke their first one. He can’t help himself.

 “Same. Especially if even half of what I heard about you is true. Did you really block the Musou no Hitotachi?”

 Explanations are in order, and while the two are able to clear up the important parts for one another fairly quickly, they spend the better part of the morning talking about the details. Not in the garden though – not for most of it. They end up putting their conversation on hold as they walk to the lower city, stopping in briefly at the Detective Agency to let Sango and Ryuuji know that Heizou got his Vision back without incident. Then they grab breakfast to go from Kiminami Restaurant and resume their conversation once they hit Byakko Plains, as they stroll down the road.

 When they reach the point where the road branches to the right, toward Chinju Forest, they swing left instead and cut across the open plain which, before long, slopes gently down toward the sea. They have their breakfast and finish their conversation there, seated in the sand, and then stay silent for a while as they watch the waves and take in everything they both just learned.

 “It’s really over,” Kazuha says finally. “I still can’t quite believe it.”

 “Yeah,” Heizou agrees. “Everything changed completely overnight.”

 “There were times that it felt like the war would never end. Like nothing we did really mattered. We were fighting against something that seemed immovable and eternal. But … we did it.” Kazuha closes his eyes and exhales. “We really did it.”

 “Everything’s not back to sunshine and rainbows quite yet, of course,” Heizou points out. “The country is torn and broken. There’s a lot of work that needs to be done to put things to rights again.”

 It’s true. Something has to be done to bring Watatsumi back into the fold – to reunify the country so they all start thinking of themselves as one nation again. The Tenryou Commission is in disarray and probably needs to be gutted. To leave the Kujou Clan in control after Takayuki’s transgressions is unthinkable, but they’ve led their commission since time out of mind. No one can even begin to guess who will replace them, but Heizou has no doubt that their vassal clans are already scrambling to stake their claims. Someone’s going to have to keep an eye on things to make sure it doesn’t get bloody. Then there’s a whole investigation that needs to be launched into the Kanjou Commission for their gross misconduct and collaborations with the Fatui. And that’s to say nothing of all the bandits and violent ronin that need to be mopped up all across the countryside. Those who are sticking around will have their work cut out for them.

 “But you won’t be around for it … will you?” Heizou asks softly.

 Because he knows his friend. Sometimes even better than Kazuha knows himself.

 “I …” Kazuha trails off uncertainly.

 “Well, it’s not like you need to decide right this minute,” Heizou tells him. “But don’t leave without saying goodbye, okay?”

 “You’re so sure that I’m not staying,” Kazuha says, an odd note in his voice, like he’s stung, or perhaps slightly accusing.

 “You’re a wanderer,” Heizou says, though Kazuha needs no reminding. That’s who he is, who he’s always wanted to be, and, Heizou hopes, who he always will be. It would take something catastrophic to snuff out his wanderlust, to make him settle down. “After getting a taste of the outside world, Inazuma’s far too small for you now. Do you want to try to convince me otherwise?”

 “Inazuma is my home …”

 “Your homeland, maybe. But when I saw you on the Alcor …” Heizou sighs. “You were more at home with the Crux than you ever were here. I’m not trying to push you out. But I know you. And … the Crux suits you, doesn’t it? A home that’s not anchored to any one nation for too long. One that will let you see most of the world. A family who will always welcome you back, even if you choose to venture astray for a spell. It suits you … and it will put our minds at ease. Those of us who care about you who are staying here, I mean. I couldn’t ask for better people to be watching your back during your travels.”

 Kazuha’s expression shifts into one of acceptance, though there’s a bit of regret in his eyes. “I would ask you to come with me for a while, but I know better than to think you actually would.”

 Heizou gives him a wry smile.

 “No,” Kazuha agrees, his lips twitching into a return smile. “I know you as well, old friend. You could never walk away from the tangled mess of threads that our government is right now. Not when you know that no one else could straighten them all out as well as you can.”

 “Yeah,” Heizou agrees. “That’s me alright.”

 While he has no interest in seizing power himself, there’s a chance to do a lot of good right now as the country is put back to rights – a chance to build it back up stronger, with better protections for the people. They can codify into law precautions to keep people from being hurt in the future based on what they’ve learned from their failures.

 That’s why Heizou got his Vision in the first place after all. He wanted to help people, to keep others from feeling the pain that he himself has felt all too well. He doesn’t think there’s any official paperwork started for his resignation, but he’ll be rescinding it in person next time he sees Sara. She’s not going anywhere either, Heizou knows. She’s even more predictable than he and Kazuha are.

 “Don’t go running off on any cases without leaving word,” Kazuha warns him. “I don’t want to miss you when it’s time for me to go.”

 “Ha,” Heizou exhales. “My running off days are behind me … for a few weeks, at least. There’s going to be too much work to do for a while.”

 “Are you sure it’s alright for you to be sitting here with me, then?”

 “On the contrary, staying out of sight for the rest of the day is the most useful thing that I could possibly be doing,” Heizou tells him. “By now, word has spread that Ace Detective Shikanoin Heizou has regained his Vision. The opportunistic criminals who were taking advantage of my earlier absence will be talking, keeping a lookout for me, wondering what I’m doing and fearing the worst! If I was anywhere they could see me, they would get it in their minds that I was doing drudge work, just getting my feet wet on my first day back at the job. Out of sight, though …”

 “And their fear of your reputation and abilities will keep them in line,” Kazuha finishes.

 “Besides,” Heizou says. “I want to take today off. Who knows how much time we’ll have after today?”

 Or how much time they’ll have ever?

 Despite Heizou’s intuition and Kazuha’s keen instincts, neither can truly see into the future. Kazuha could be upon a ship that is lost in a storm. Heizou could catch a knife in his back in his quest to round up criminals. The future is never guaranteed.

 But they have right now. One day, without war, or work, or anything more pressing weighing on them than what they’ll have for lunch. To have days like this – it’s what they both fought for. What they overcame impossible odds for. So, they make the most of today and their hard-won peace.
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34. Epilogue



 Heizou fritters away every daylit hour of his day off with Kazuha, and doesn’t regret it one bit. They talk. They fish. They cook what they caught for lunch, and then they go for a stroll across the plains. They lie down, in the grass, and stare up at the sky for half the afternoon. For dinner, they meet up with a few of Kauzha’s crewmates at a bonfire on the beach. Then, regretfully, it’s time for them to part ways.

 Heizou wrings another promise out of Kazuha not to leave Inazuma before seeing him again. Kazuha reiterates the importance of Heizou not running off, so he can keep his promise. Then Heizou heads back toward Inazuma City, as Kazuha boards the rowboat with his crewmates. Heizou hopes that fate is kind enough to let them meet again, and again, many more times. With the way things are changing, he thinks there’s reason to be optimistic about it.

 He makes it back to the city without incident and stops for groceries before returning to his apartment. He can’t quite remember what he does and doesn’t have in his cupboards, but either way, he kind of feels like he’s just gotten back from a long assignment, and like he should restock, cook, and clean up the place now that he’s back. So, that’s exactly what he does.

 He sweeps his whole room, since he’s feeling productive, wipes down the counter and his table, then sets some rice to steaming and some oil to heating while he preps some meat and vegetables to fry up. Cleaning is hard work, and Heizou has definitely lost weight in the past two weeks. He needs to gain it back unless he wants to be stuck on desk duty at the station.

 Soon Heizou’s apartment is filled with the delicious scent of fried food. He makes a lot, both because he wants enough leftovers for a few more meals, and because he’s expecting to have company within the hour. Not that his prediction stops him from eating while he’s cooking. Fried food is best when it’s still piping hot, after all.

 He’s just pulled the last batch out of the pan when there’s a knock on his door.

 “Coming!” Heizou calls, as he kills the heat and moves the pot of oil to another burner, so that it can start cooling. Then he hurries to the door and opens it to reveal one Kujou Sara. “’Evening, Kujou. I thought you might be stopping by.”

 “I hope that I’m not imposing,” Sara says, stepping inside when he motions her in.

 “Quite the contrary,” Heizou tells her. “I made us both dinner.”

 Technically, it’s his second dinner of the evening, but again, he wants to regain the weight he lost. It’s late enough that Sara really should have had supper by now too, but Heizou is sure she hasn’t. The gleam that enters her eyes as she inhales the heavenly aroma of the tempura Heizou just finished frying makes that perfectly clear.

 “I … Thank you. I gratefully accept.”

 They sit down at Heizou’s table then, to have their meal. It’s a little awkward. They’re not actually friends and never have been. Most of the time, Sara doesn’t even like Heizou. The results he gets in his investigations, yes, but Heizou himself, not so much. But, when he was at his lowest, she was there. She took care of him as diligently as any friend or member of his family would have. Then, when she needed help, Heizou stood between her and the threat. As a result, a bond has been forged between the two of them. There’s no denying that.

 Still, Heizou is glad that they have food to stuff their faces with, so they can avoid talking. At least for awhile. It helps stretch out Sara’s visit and makes it seem more fulfilled. Her just showing up, saying what she had to say, and leaving would have felt stilted and even more awkward. Fried food saves the day again!

 Of course, dinner can’t last forever, even though Heizou made a lot. Neither he nor Sara are especially prone to overeating. Eventually, they finish up their meal. Then Heizou brews tea for them to drink while they talk, just so that they’ll have something to fall back on if things get too uncomfortable and embarrassing.

 “You … are friends with Kaedehara Kazuha, are you not?” Sara asks finally.

 “I am,” Heizou says, a bit surprised that this is what she chose to open with.

 “I see. I am pleased to inform you, then, that the warrant for his arrest has officially been rescinded. Your friend is no longer a fugitive. And … he never should have been one in the first place. I regret the part that I have played in all of this.”

 “You and me both,” Heizou says. “I’m glad though, about Kazuha’s arrest warrant being canceled. Thank you for telling me.”

 Sara nods. “I also wanted to tell you … that I regret … I … I am so sorry … that when you were ordered to give up your Vision … I did nothing. Worse than nothing. I was a party to it. And I am sorry.” Sara’s voice cracks and her eyes shine overbright before she closes them and tilts her head down. “I’m sorry for everything.”

 There’s a lot that Heizou could say. A lot of pretty lies that he could tell her – and saying something, anything, that just let her off the hook would be a lie. Heizou can’t help but feel a bit resentful about what happened. “Just following orders” isn’t an excuse for hurting people, never has been, and never will be. Sara isn’t trying to excuse her actions now, though. She doesn’t want to be let off the hook, doesn’t think she deserves it.

 Heizou knows the feeling. He only stood by or helped take Visions from those who he literally couldn’t help evade the Vision Hunt Decree, those he couldn’t save from their circumstances without blowing up his agenda to hang onto his own Vision and stay in his position to help others. It still feels plenty incorrigible to him, though.

 “Takayuki betrayed all of us,” he says finally. “We were fools to follow him blindly.” Though some of them followed less blindly than others. “It’s going to take a very long time to fix what we broke under his leadership. Obviously some things can’t be fixed, but that’s no excuse not to try. You and me though … we’re good. After all we’ve been through together … we’re good.”

 “Thank you. For standing up for me. For protecting me from my fa – from Takayuki. And thank you for forgiving me.” Sara scrubs the back of her wrist across her eyes, almost violently wiping away her tears so she can make eye contact with Heizou without them streaming down her face. Then she bows low to him – uncomfortably low, since they’re seated on the floor. It’s the kind of bow reserved for someone who is held in the utmost esteem … or for someone who saved your life.

 “I – I mean you watched out for me the best you could too,” Heizou all but stammers. “You protected me too. I couldn’t ask for more than that.”

 Sara is missing out on a large chunk of the story. She is completely unaware that he was ever in possession of a Delusion, and it’s probably better if things stay that way. They don’t need the paperwork for one. Heizou doesn’t need her breathing down his neck for another, keeping an eye on him like Sango is certainly going to be from now on, making sure that he hasn’t run off and found himself another, like an addict feeding his addiction. More than that, however … Sara doesn’t need to feel like she failed about anything else right now.

 Taking decent care of Heizou after she failed to protect him from Takayuki is something she can take at least a little pride in right now. Even if she did let him run off, repeatedly. There was never getting around the fact that that was bound to happen where Heizou was concerned though. She can forgive herself for that. Learning that he came into possession of a lifeforce devouring weapon right under her nose, and used it nearly to the point of no return … that’s not something Heizou wants her burdened with, now or ever. Especially since things turned out okay for him in the end.

 He used the Delusion to keep himself alive. Sango got rid of it for him when he went too far, and because he never could have gotten rid of it on his own. Then getting his Vision back fixed the missing pieces in his soul and restored his ambitions. The boy who wanted to help people before they could be hurt is back.

 “So … you’re welcome,” Heizou finishes awkwardly, because Sara is still bowing. “I’m glad that I was able to help you. I hope you know that you can count on me with everything that comes next. Fixing our mistakes. Rebuilding our country stronger. I’m counting on you, at least, to keep me in line, because we both know someone’s got to.”

 Sara straightens up and raises her gaze to meet his. Her eyes are still bright with tears that she is using a monumental amount of effort to keep from falling, but their shine is at least a little bit from happiness too, as she confirms that Heizou just told her what she thinks he just said.

 “Can I take that to mean that you are rescinding your resignation, Doushin Shikanoin?”

 “Absolutely, Kujou. I’m ready to get back to helping people.”

 “I don’t think you ever truly stopped,” Sara says solemnly, even as a smile creeps across her face. “But all the same, welcome back.”
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