
1. Weeping in Red

Summary for the Chapter:

“It’s gonna get me by the end of the night”


 

Shadows | Stalking | “Who’s there?”


Notes for the Chapter:So,

Those of you who were from BtHaMtC are probably confused when you see this, and rightfully so.

Well,

The simple answer is that I felt there were many things I could have improved on in the original fic. I will be leaving it up though so don’t worry. I also needed some way to try and get my creative juices running again, and the 2023 Whumptober challenge seems like a fun way to do just that. Killing two birds with one stone if you will. The prompt(s) in bold will be the one(s) used in the chapter. Don’t worry, FLfHB will continue, but it’ll be a lot slower with updates as I try to polish out what I wish to do in that fic.

This fic will be much darker in terms of what happens to the main characters of the story and the themes presented compared to the original fic. There will also be a lot of changes here as well, but it’s still the same concept as from the original fic.

This fic, like all my other works, won’t have a consistent updating schedule. But what I can hope to provide is longer chapters here, lots of hurt and angst, and some fluff and comfort for our main trio.

Lastly, the title is a lyric from King from Lauren Aquilina, a very good song, one that I recommend you check out.

With all of that out of the way, please enjoy reading this fic.





Kamisato Ayaka lived a good life.

Born into the Kamisato Clan with a loving family, with everything at her disposal. The servants were kind to her, she did good in the lessons taught to her.

She had a good life.

But even those with good lives have troubles of their own.

Her family tries to hide it, but Ayaka was an observant child. They taught her how to be observant, they should’ve known.

Her father was struggling to get the clan back to its former glory, a burden her grandfather left behind for him to deal with. Her mother did her best to help him, but there was so much she can do without exhausting herself. Her brother was still learning how to be a good heir, and was preparing for when his father inevitably passes early due to his poor health management.

Ayaka wanted to help, she really did, but she was so young, far too young to be considered capable of helping. None of them wanted to put the burden on her. She understands, but she wishes she can do something about their situation, be helpful for once.

…

She never heard of the phrase ‘be careful what you wish for’.

-

Chinju Forest was beautiful tonight.

Ayaka resisted the urge to run around and explore the flora and fauna the forest has to offer, sticking by her family’s side as they make their way back to the estate.

It was one of those rare days where the family could be just that. A family. Her father and mother had gotten some time off for once, and her brother finished up with his training for the day. As a treat, they all went outside and were able to spend time together in Ritou. Thoma had to stay behind because of a cold, but they promised they would get him some presents to make up for it.

Ayaka can see that her family isn’t as stressed as previous days. They were all happy together, with no work to worry about, no duties to keep up with, being together lets them be themselves for once. And she’s happy about that. Her family deserves to be happy.

Mother and Father were talking about something that wasn’t related to politics and paperwork, looking relaxed. The bags under their eyes were still largely visible without any makeup to hide them. But tonight, she can ignore them knowing that they had some rest.

Ayato was walking beside her, a gentle smile on his face as he observed their parents acting like a couple under normal conditions. Although he doesn’t have as much work as them, he was still busy to the point where Ayaka could rarely play with him. So seeing him be this free was something to be cherished.

Then came a loud crunch, the sound ringing through her ears.

Ayaka first thought it was an animal living in the forest, but as she turned to her right, she finds a shadow swiftly moving through the trees, something that looks like a human.

“Who’s there?” She blurted out, now on edge from the sound. She can register Ayato placing a protective hand on her shoulder, grounding her to reality.

Their mother and father didn’t reassure them that it may have been a squirrel or a large bird landing on a loose twig. Their eyes became more focused, narrowed as they looked around their surroundings, looking for something.

Or someone.

The calm and relaxed atmosphere that was once in the forest was replaced with a foreboding one. The air was heavy, thick with tension. The family were all close to each other, determined to hide one another from the presumed threat.

“Stay close.” Father said, one hand on his sword. “Run if you need to.”

The children nodded, though they were hesitant about the idea.

Several people came out of the trees and bushes, masks covering their faces and various weapons in their hands. There were many of them, too many for a family of four to take out. Especially with children who have limited combat experience.

“The Kamisato Clan.” A woman came out out of the crowd to address them directly, twirling a dagger in her hands. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you all in person. You’re so dreadfully busy these days, I didn’t think you all would have the time to go out together.”

Ayaka felt her brother tighten his grip on her shoulder. She grabbed onto the sleeves of his yukata, trying to observe the situation, her heart pounding and sweat dripping off of her.

“State your business with us.” Father demanded, his sword unsheathed and prepared to fight.

“Right to the point, as expected of Kamisato Keichi.”

The woman smiled. Then she snapped her fingers.

That was when the people attacked.

The family reacts quickly.

Father was expecting it, as he deflected a blow that was meant for Mother. Mother quickly followed suit, her sword clashing against the other blades.

Ayato switched his focus to holding Ayaka close to him by her wrist, dodging those who tried to reach for them as they ran off in the direction of the Kamisato Estate. Ayaka can only hope that they return in time with assistance.

Before they could get too far, something that felt like a watery wave of energy collided with them, knocking them both to the ground. The grip on Ayaka’s wrist loosened and released her as her eyes squeezed shut. She can hear her brother calling out for her.

She opened her eyes to see the woman above her, hearing her parents screaming.

Then…nothing.

-

Ayaka’s eyes opened when she felt something cold be pressed to her cheek, receiving a jolt of pain as a result. She winced and groaned, her head aching and her body sore.

“Ayaka! Ayaka, you’re awake! Are you okay?”

Ayaka recognised the voice as her eyes came into focus. She can see Thoma, and someone else, but their presence was nothing compared to the carnage she saw around them.

There was red everywhere. The reality of the aftermath sinking in.

All she could see was red.

All she could smell was a foul odor.

All she could taste was iron.

All she could hear was the frantic pounding in her ears, desperately telling her to run, to get away.

But all she could do was sit there, surrounded by blood, the sounds of her parents’ screams replaying in her mind over and over again as she felt her body reacting to the wound she received, her breaths coming out in short gasps.

She can vaguely hear someone calling out to her, they sound panicked, urgent.

As her eyes came back into focus, she can see Thoma kneeling beside her, eyes wide open with fear and worry. A few members of the Shuumatsuban were with him, investigating the area and guarding the both of them simultaneously.

“Ayaka?”

She tried to speak, but all she could let out was a ragged breath, the reality of what happened sinking into her mind.

“Princess, it’s going to be okay.” A voice that wasn’t Thoma’s - someone from the Shuumatsuban, she recognized - spoke to her, gentle and soft. “We’ll find them. They can’t have gone far.”

Ayaka tried again to make her voice known. All she could release were whimpers and sobs. The red was everywhere in the forest. On the trees, the grass, the bushes. It was all too much.

Far too much.

“I’m sorry we couldn’t have protected them.” The same person was speaking to her again. “We should’ve gone with them, but I assure you we’ll do everything we can to-”

She didn’t give them another moment to speak as she let out a piercing cry, her hands covering her face as she wailed, flashes of those people taking everyone away repeating themselves, unable to be unseen.

She wanted to see them again. She wanted them back. She wasn’t ready to go out on her own.

“Princess!”

“Ayaka!”

“I want them back! I want them back I want THEM BACK!”

“Princess! It’s okay, you’ll see them again-”


“AHHHHHHHHHHHH!”


Ayaka didn’t listen, too lost in a sea of anguish to truly listen to anyone. She could see red even with her eyes closed, she could still smell that foul stench, still see everything that happened flashing through her mind again and again.

It was all too much.

The screaming rang out throughout the whole forest. There was no quiet for a while.





2. New Reality

Summary for the Chapter:

“All the lights going dark and my hope’s destroyed”


 

Animal Trap | Captivity | “No one will find you”





His head hurt.

That was the first thing Ayato registered as his eyes fluttered open and consciousness returned to him. The splitting headache override any thoughts of getting up from the cold floor he lied on, though the floor in question was used to soothe the pain in his head a bit, so that wasn’t a complete waste.

In order to ascertain his surroundings and not aggravate the pain in his head, Ayato craned his neck around as his eyes slowly readjusted to the light, or lack thereof. The room he was in looked barren, devoid of any furniture. The only things that were present inside aside from himself were iron bars surrounding where he was, a door beyond the bars and out of reach from where he is. A prison cell.

There was a difference between actually being in a situation than imagining you are in that situation, because despite the many lessons that told him to never panic if you’ve been taken, he was starting to breathe more rapidly, thoughts and heart racing. The lack of knowledge of where you are and seeing that you are in a cell doesn’t bring out a good reaction out of anyone.

The headache was beginning to fade, and as it does, memories return to him. The ruffians who attacked him and his family, the screams, his sister being knocked out…

Ayato sat up quickly as the headache faded into a dull ache, hugging himself with his arms to maintain body heat as he looked around to confirm that he was indeed alone in the cell. He wasn’t sure if this made things better or worse. On one hand, he could be the only one captured, but on the other hand, the bandits could have placed them into different cells to give them a sense of false relief or danger.

Either way, the growing concern and slight panic in his mind wasn’t stifled.

It was clear that the people who ambushed them wanted the Kamisato Clan, all four of them, because why else would they attack when they were all conveniently together? If they just wanted his father or mother, they would have waited until one of them was alone before making their move. This was deliberate, and there were far too many reasons why that would be the case.

Ever since he learned how to talk and think for himself, Ayato knew of the dilemma his family was left with after his grandfather died, and why it was so important for him to begin training as soon as possible. He understood why, and for the past years of his life he trained and trained and studied and studied to become the best heir possible when his father passed the torch to him.

He wonders if that torch would ever be passed onto him now.

There were many reasons why they could be targeted. Ransom, most likely. The Tri-Commission had no shortage when it came to Mora or information, or enemies for that matter. They all had a good relationship with one another, even after what had happened with the Raiden Gokadan, so it’s no wonder to believe that this could be why they were targeted, with the Yashiro Commission being the weakest with the Kamisato Clan leading the charge.

It doesn’t make the thought comforting though.

There doesn’t seem to be any viable way of escape at the moment. The bars were too thick and hard, and anything that could be used as a lock pick were emptied from his yukata, not that he has anything that can make a lock pick to begin with. If he were to make a getaway, he’ll have to wait until his captors come back.

It wasn’t the most ideal plan, but there wasn’t much for him to do. The Kamisato Clan never specialized in making your muscles bigger and stronger. Even if he wasn’t feeling weak, he doubts he can get past the bars in any way that isn’t through the cell door.

The room was cold, even as he tried to warm himself up. The lack of a proper heat source was apparent. It was unbearably cold, almost freezing. It wasn’t winter yet in Inazuma, so it can’t be this cold even if it were in a deep cave.

A realization dawned on him, but he refused to acknowledge it, pushing it away from his mind until he can confirm it with his unjust jailers.

He doesn’t want to think it was possible.

Ayato put that thought to the back of his mind, trying to focus on something else other than what the initial thought was.

But all he could focus on was how cold it was in the room. Far too cold for any of Inazuma’s islands to have this kind of temperature drop. As he breathed, he can faintly see cold air coming out.

Still, he tries to deny the possibility. He can’t have been brought out of Inazuma in such a short span of time, right? Whatever the ruffians wanted with them has to do with Inazuma itself, right? They can’t transport them out of the nation if that was their goal…

The door to the room opened, cutting off his train of thought as he looked up, watching as someone from beyond the cell door open it up, a lit torch in her grasp. Two others stood outside the cell, ready to apprehend him should he try to run out.

“My calculations are correct. You woke up at this time, just as I expected.” The woman said, her voice dripping with arrogance as she approached him. Ayato looked up at her, seeing that her face is obscured by a face mask. The fact that she wore a mask was telling, meaning that perhaps he can still be released if he doesn’t know who they are. None of the bandits in Chinju Forest let their faces be known prior to this, adding to the ransom theory and decreasing the chances of the other possibility slightly. A glowing Hydro Vision was secured in place on a belt around her waist. This was definitely the same woman from the ambush who talked with his father.

“Takagi thought you would die of some other natural causes before we got here. It’s always nice to see that he was wrong about something.”

“What do you want with me?” Ayato was surprised at how raspy his voice sounded, and how dry his throat was. Had it been that long since he had water? Still, he had to show that he wasn’t afraid of them. Being assertive and submissive at different times in a hostage situation is important, even if his voice was wavering. “Where is my family?”

The woman laughed, getting down to eye level with him, the flame on the torch brought close to his face, threatening to burn him and providing light and warmth to his body.

“Oh, don’t be so harsh with me now, Flower.”

Ayato was caught off guard by what she said. “Flower?”

“Yes, Flower. Your name.” The woman sneered, bringing the torch ever so slightly closer to his face. He can’t go any further away from it because of the wall and bars. “Best to behave, it’d be a shame to burn off your petals so soon.”

This woman is either delusional, or she’s doing it on purpose. Probably both. Either way, Ayato would have to be careful around her. It seems like saying anything she doesn’t like can lead to disastrous results.

“You still haven’t answered my questions.”

“You don’t need any answers, Flower.” The woman ran her fingers through his hair, sending shivers down his spine. “You’re going to stay here for as long as I want.” She stood up again. “But I suppose I can indulge you in some of the rules you’ll follow.”

The slight hope that this was a ransom situation was dashed when she said that.

“You are to not talk back when we bring you out of your cage for some…” The woman pauses, grinning widely and letting her pearly white teeth be shown. “…tests. You will not protest. You will not scream. You will only follow obediently to our testing chamber. Have I made myself clear?”

Ayato didn’t want to risk getting a reaction from the woman should he say no. She seems calculative and calm, but he can tell that the moment something doesn’t go her way, everything will fall apart. If he wants any chance of escape, he’ll have to keep her placated. So he simply nods.

“Good.” The woman’s smile grew wider. Then it dropped.

“The next rule is never resist during the tests. Should you do so, some…unnecessary punishment will ensue for you.”

He doesn’t want to find out what that means.

“And finally…”

The woman grabbed his hair and yanked him forward, drawing out a startled cry from him, the torch dangerously close to his face. Some of the embers were making contact with his skin, burning slightly.

“No one will find you here. Not your ninjas, not the Tri-Commission, not that Mondstadtian, and certainly not your precious family.” She snarled. “So, give up on those delusions of escape or rescue. This will be your new home for as long as you live by my hands. I control how long you live for, I control everything about you, and you’d do good to abide by that.”

What she says barely holds any water on whether or not his earlier suspicions are true, but Ayato now knows that this place, a facility most likely, is hidden away somewhere. Perhaps it’s truly stationed in Inazuma, or somewhere else entirely. But one thing’s for sure…

…escape will be very difficult. Not impossible like she says, but difficult.

He’s certainly not going to resign to a fate of being a lab rat for the rest of his life, and if his family is still out there, they need him to be alive and free. He hates to abide by the ‘rules’ his captor has laid out, and experiencing these tests wouldn’t be pleasant in the slightest, but if he wants any chance of getting out he’ll have to get a sense of the layout of this facility.

Her smile came back.

“We’re going to have so much fun…”

She forced his head to face her eyes, gleaming with excitement and bloodlust.

“…my precious Flower.”





3. Restless

Summary for the Chapter:

“Sometimes I get so tired, I don’t even know myself”


 

Seeing Double | Working To Exhaustion | “You look awful”





“Are you okay?”

That was a question Thoma has been constantly asking for the past few months. Ayaka can never give an honest answer. It was always a lie or a half-truth, or she would simply not answer at all.

She knows it’s unfair to Thoma, but she can’t help it. The need to become independent for her family was consuming her thoughts these days, as well as the need to be worthy of a leader.

In the wake of her family’s disappearance, the Shumatsuban did everything they can to find them while Ayaka and Thoma enlisted the assistance of the Tenryou Commission to help in the search. The Kanjou Commission was also contacted to find any records of boats moving out of the nation in the time the Kamisato Clan was ambushed. Their combined efforts ultimately amounted to nothing. Not a single piece of evidence of the parents and son’s disappearance apart from the blood in Chinju Forest and Ayaka’s accounts of the event.

Because of the fact Ayaka is the only one left to the Kamisato Clan, and the fact she’s considered a little too young to run the Yashiro Commission, the other two Commissions were planning on taking the clan out of the equation and replacing her with a different clan should they not find the rest of the family in a few days or weeks.

And in the time of those weeks, none of them were found. They were labelled as presumed dead, no one was willing to continue investigating a case that may be out of their jurisdiction nor were they willing to let a child remain as temporary head of the Yashiro Commission for too long.

They would’ve removed her if it weren’t for Guuji Yae stepping in.

Ayaka has no idea how she did it, but she managed to stop the Hiiragi Clan and Kujou Clan from kicking her out under the condition Yae Miko manages to turn her into the perfect Commissioner in two years time. It was far too little time for someone who barely had any training in leadership, but Guuji Yae accepted those conditions with stride. Instead of releasing a statement on how a different clan will be charge of the Yashiro Commission, they released a different one that said something along the lines of how Kamisato Keichi and Kayo are ill and do not wish to be disturbed nor will they appear in public as much anymore. Their son and daughter will also remain in their home to take care of them. She was surprised that barely any journalists or creepy people took the opportunity to confirm this by shown up at the estate. Either it was due to Guuji Yae’s influence or something else, she did not know.

Ever since then, her and Guuji Yae would visit each other on the daily for training purposes. In addition to the instructors and servants present to help Ayaka prepare herself for all the qualities she would need for being a Commissioner, she and Guuji Yae would work together on how to build her mental fortitude, so to speak. Being a Commissioner requires a lot of strength in one’s mental health, not just physical.

There was barely anytime for playing, or even a break. Ayaka understands if she wants to keep the Kamisato Clan in the Yashiro Commission, she has to put her everything into it. It’s what her family, and her ancestors would’ve wanted.

She has to grow up. Little Ayaka has to be dormant, and in her place will come about a leader truly worthy of being a Yashiro Commissioner.

“My lady, are-”

“Thoma, I thought we went over this.” Broken out of her thoughts, Ayaka turns her head up from writing calligraphy, eyes dull and no longer full of light. “I’m okay. Unless you’re here to report on their whereabouts, or give a statement from someone important, you should get back to work.”

She knows it’s not nice to say this to him, and yet she couldn’t stop herself from doing so. He doesn’t seem to be convinced by this. Of course he isn’t. Thoma residing with the Kamisatos made him grasp on what the quirks are from each member of the family, and Ayaka was no exception.

He really is a fool for staying with her. Thoma had the opportunity to return to his homeland, free from the burden of having to constantly watch over her like some hawk. Free from having to be entangled in this mess. Especially for someone who has to relearn so much for the sake of the clan’s future. He deserves so much better than this. His new duties as her practical bodyguard and the temporary head of the Shuumatsuban was much to handle.

“My lady, you have bags under your eyes. You look like you’re about to pass out. You’re allowed to take care of yourself.”

Thoma’s words made her heart clench. Ayaka hated making him worried, she doesn’t want anyone getting worried over her, especially when there’s bigger matters to handle at the moment. Like her assignment for calligraphy lessons. It was agonizingly boring - she can see why Ayato hated calligraphy the most now - but it was necessary to learn if she ever wishes to project the image of a well learned noble lady. A noble lady that is capable of leading the Kamisato Clan into a great future.

She doesn’t matter. Ayaka doesn’t matter. The only part that matters is Lady Kamisato. She has to nurture her, let her grow even if she has to deprive ‘Ayaka’ of her own needs.


“Just focus on your studies and training.” One of her instructors would say, her eyes devoid of any compassion. “Which is more important, you or the fate of your clan?”


“…Thoma, I…you don’t get what this is all about.”

“I do, and I know. I miss them too. But I’m sure they wouldn’t want you to overwork yourself till the point of exhaustion.” Thoma sat down next to her, placing a comforting hand on her shoulder. “My lady…Ayaka, take a break. We still have a year and a half to do this. For now, put yourself first.”

Ayaka so badly wants to listen to Thoma, give her poor body a break and some well deserved rest. She knows exhaustion is a more dangerous killer than any assassin that may be sent after her, or any poison she may ingest at any time, but her time was limited. What was her life worth for the exchange of restoring her clan’s honor for her family? And that family that may have already perished at the hands of ronin.


“Stop dwelling on the past.” A servant would say, disappointed in her. “Do you want to restore your clan’s honor or not?”



“That’s not good enough.” Another instructor would hiss, smacking her hand like it’ll magically get better at writing, as if she’s a machine who can be fixed with a simple smack. “Do it all over again. And no mistakes this time.”



“Useless really.” She would hear some of the guards gossip about her. The same guards that swore to protect the Kamisato Clan from harm no matter the cost. “That child’s not going to last a day out there. Why should we bother?”


A strained noise was what she makes in response, followed up by her speaking back to him.

“Just…let me finish this, then I’ll rest.”

A lie she has told many, many times. And they both knew it.

And yet, Thoma lets out a resigned sigh, deciding to let it go. “Alright then. Do you need anything? A blanket? Tea?”

“A blanket’s fine.” Ayaka looked at the 5 cups of tea sitting around the table, contents having all been drunken. The quill in her hand tightened as her eyes darted back to the assignment. Some ink had dripped onto the table. Even if she were to sleep, she doubts it will be peaceful. Anytime she closed her eyes, she can see the forest painted in red all over again, like the image had been burned directly into her mind.

Thoma left and returned with a soft and comforting blanket, draping it over her shoulders as he gave her a squeeze on the shoulder. “Finish up soon.” He says as he picked up the tea cups to throw them into the sink in the kitchen.

“I will.”

Ayaka continued on. More than 6 candles were robbed of their wax that night.

The servants complained about cleaning up the wax the next day.

-

Thoma knows that the world is rarely fair to anyone. He experienced it firsthand when he first arrived in Inazuma. There was a saying he always believed in ever since he was taken in by the Kamisato Clan.

‘After misfortune comes good things.’

He wasn’t sure who he heard it from, but it was probably from Kamisato Keichi or his son, but it resonated in him all the same. Adjusting to a new life in the nation of eternity was difficult, all things considered. Being treated poorly by the citizens didn’t make things any better. But he’s learned to just turn blind eye to those who talk about him behind his back, and that has been exceptionally helpful these days. People gossiping about him doesn’t impact himself in any way.

There’s more important things to take care of other than petty vendettas anyways.

Thoma didn’t believe what happened to the clan was fair in any circumstance, but the worst part was not knowing what exactly happened to the rest. The knowledge of knowing that at least one member made it out unscathed was comforting, but not much. What could those ronin have done with them? Disposed of them? Sell them on the black market? Or worst?

He knows that he shouldn’t continue the search for them. It’s been months since they were taken, and any likelihood of them being alive is slim. And even if they are alive, what are the chances that they were damaged beyond repair? Only the mind can fill in the blanks now, and imagination can venture into dark places.

But even if a part of him hoped beyond hope that they’re somehow still alive, then it’s doing a good job in keeping the flame alight.

The Pyro Vision hanging at his side was a reminder of his devotion to the Kamisato Clan. Even in the face of crumbling, with a time limit hanging over Ayaka’s head, even with her offering him a chance to go back to Mondstadt and live his old life, his loyalty remained undying. Perhaps it’s due to his father’s genes or influence, but he would never turn his back on the Kamisato Clan when they needed help.

“You may return to Mondstadt now. I can arrange transportation and accommodations. Brother had said you have a good eye for trouble, and I do not wish for you to be dragged into more danger or trouble from this.”

Ayaka said during the night, when Guuji Yae had managed to stop the eviction of the Kamisato Clan from the Yashiro Commission. She had a bag full of Mora, more Mora than he had ever seen in his life. Her eyes were red and raw from crying, the faint scar on her cheek long since been cleaned and treated, yet it remains like an ink stain. The grief and the anguish from losing her family leaving a mark on her in its own cruel way.

“Thank you for your service to the Kamisato Clan.”

Considering Ayaka’s circumstances, the state of the Yashiro Commission, and the mystery of what happened with the other family members, how could he place himself over the needs and the desperation of the girl in front of him? The girl who has to go through such tremendous trials just to prove that she can be as capable as Ayato.

It wasn’t fair. The card she was dealt with was far too cruel.

“I refuse to accept this.”

Ayaka had been taken aback, and though she showed mostly shock, she also displayed relief in her eyes. As if hoping for Thoma to refuse and to stay.

Thoma can never imagine a world where he agrees to go back to Mondstadt.

That night, a Pyro Vision had appeared at his side. A symbol of his undying loyalty to the Kamisato Clan, and by extension, Kamisato Ayaka, for years to come. Come hell or high water, he’s prepared to walk this road with her to the end. Even if they may never learn of what became of the other family members, they at least had each other.

Which is why Thoma refused to accept the fact that Ayaka is destroying her own health for her studies and her assignments. He had seen firsthand how exhaustion and illness was eating away at Kamisato Keichi and Kayo’s health and bodies. How they remained tenacious even in the face of sickness, while admirable, was also destructive. There were times where Thoma thought he would see a future where Ayato would be the same as them, working for far too many hours and destroying his own wellbeing in the process.

He doesn’t want that to become a reality, no matter which sibling it is who has to endure this.

One thing that Thoma had noticed since he decided to stay was how Ayaka now rarely shows her emotions or shares her troubles with anyone other than her teachers. Some were even concerned on how she doesn’t seem to be so social anymore after the incident. They tried talking her into therapy to help her to process her grief and trauma, but she refused every time, claiming that it’s more important to focus on the clan rather than herself.

It was unsettling to watch. Thoma doesn’t regret his decision to stay however. Because if he had went, he would never see the full extent of…this.

Thoma walked by the room of Kamisato Ayaka - now to be addressed as Lady Kamisato - and took a peak inside. As expected at this point, he didn’t find her inside. The bed had been made, but he can’t recall the last time he saw a body on the futon, sleeping soundly under blankets under the moonlight.

When was the last time Ayaka slept in a proper bed without being forced to?

Thoma looked at the floor in anger, as if it’s the reason why all of this happened. The tray that held a steaming cup of camomile tea and a nutritious meal of miso soup, rice and a variety of sushi felt heavier than before.

He continued his way over to the main office. The office that was once Kamisato Keichi’s, and was meant for his son, and in a twist of fate was given to his daughter to inherit prematurely. There were many things he remembered about that area. Memories of arguments, worry born from caring, and at times some…passion entered his mind as he slid the door open after knocking.

“My lady, I’ve brought you breakfast. It’s morning now.”

As he opened the sliding door to where he can see her entirely, a sight of messy hair and prominent eye bags greeted him as Ayaka snapped her head up to his entrance. She looked surprised, but what caught his attention the most was how much of a mess her desk was.

Books were strewn about all over the table, some open, some with a bookmark shoved between the pages and some were just on the floor as if they were thrown away. Ink covered much of the desk, there looked to be some attempts to clean them away but the idea was thrown out soon after. Pens and quills weren’t even in a proper container, they’re all just all around the desk. Documents and papers covered so much of the table that a lot of them had made their new home on the floor.

Thoma brought his attention back to Ayaka herself, and Archons she looked miserable.

Her eyes were fluttering rapidly, as if indecisive on whether to simply collapse or keep going in whatever ridiculous assignment her teachers gave her this time. Her usually daintily and well maintained high ponytail had several strands poking out, looking more like a crazy cat lady than a noble of Inazuma. Ink stains were on her kimono, smudges indicating that she had tried to cleaned them off but gave up. She looked more like a ghost than a human.

“Th-Thoma.” Ayaka sputters, stumbling on her words. “It’s morning al-already? What a surprise…”

“How long have you’ve been up?” Thoma hurried over and deposited the tray on a spot on the table that isn’t filled to the brim with papers or pens, feeling like if he held it any longer he’ll drop it and let the china and porcelain shatter. “You look-”

“Awful? I-I can handle it. Don’t worry too much about me.” Ayaka shook her head, her trembling hand going over to pick up the pen closest to her, trying to steady her shaking hand over a paper in front of her.

Thoma gently places a firm hand on hers, guiding her hand away from the paper and removing the pen with scarily little effort. “You don’t have to keep pushing yourself. The Commission won’t be able to function if you…succumbed to exhaustion. You need to take care of yourself too.”

“You said that many times.” Ayaka’s voice goes to a whisper. It was clear she’s been sapped of all her energy and yet she still wants to keep going. For a notion and belief that only harms and never helps. “I-I have to catch up Thoma. I have to. If I spent even a second away from my duties and assignments I’ll-”

“Ayaka.” Thoma gives her hand a gentle squeeze. A reminder that he’s here. A reminder that he’ll never judge her for wanting things without obligation. The message may never be received, but he’ll keep sending those messages if it meant for Ayaka to take care of herself. To…love herself again.

She looked shocked at his shift in addressing her. From that day when he agreed to stay, they decided that he’ll abide by her new title and he’ll address her as Lady Kamisato something along those lines. He adapted quickly, and it now felt so natural to call her that as if it’s akin to breathing.

But what Ayaka needed right now was a friend. Not a servant, not a teacher, just a friend to speak to.

“Don’t hurt yourself even more. Do you think pushing yourself to your limit would be beneficial?” Thoma offers the question in a way that didn’t demean her intelligence or who she is, but rather a question that is born mainly out of worry. The Pyro Vision emanated more warmth than ever, his body feeling more warm than ever. He distantly wonders if the room was affected by this warmth as well before pushing the thought away.

“But I-”

“I know you need more time, but slowing down a little can produce better results than you expect. We still have time.” Thoma had to fight back the tears that were starting to rise in his eyes. Watching someone sabotage themselves in such a way made his heart clench. How could the world be so cruel to leave her like this, deprived of her family and having to fight tooth and nail for a position she wasn’t prepared for.

All the more reason why he has to remain in Inazuma.

“Put yourself first. Put ‘Ayaka’ first, and let ‘Lady Kamisato’ rest for a while.”

Ayaka’s sunken eyes turned to the tray with the meal on it. “What about-”

“I can heat it up later. Rest now, and whenever you’re ready you can come to the kitchen. I’ll make an excuse for you so your schedule is cleared for the day.” Thoma assured, hoping that his words get to her and she realizes that spending a day for a break isn’t a bad thing.

Grey eyes looked at him, a mixture of emotions swirling around within. Frustration, sadness, resignation and exhaustion blending together so horribly like a painting with mismatched colors.

Finally, after what seemed like an hour or more, Ayaka collapsed, only stopped by Thoma wrapping his arms around her to stop her from falling to the floor. He can hear faint whimpers rumbling against his chest, a hand going up to untie her ice blue hair and letting her hair cascade down her back, the ties haphazardly thrown onto the desk as he held her.

“Rest now, Ayaka. Everything’s going to be alright.”

Thoma wasn’t sure if he himself could fully believe his own words. But for their sakes, he hopes that everything will work out. One way or another.





4. In Darkness, There’s Evil
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“Experiment Attempt No. #0798 in relation to Subject No. #056. Subject has remained vigilant for the past few months, even in the face of extreme punishment due to misconduct, still hopeful for escape or rescue. Mental fortitude: level seven. Strong, but even those with rock-solid wills can be broken with time, just as how water can erode stone.



Experiment Attempt No. #0798 focuses on the physical side of things. To be more specific, how long can one last holding their breath underwater without the use of a Vision? Those blessed by the gods are able to breathe freely in the waters of Fontaine, though no records of the same condition can be said for waters of other nations. And what of the common folk? How do they fare in such conditions? This will show the results.



Subject No. #56 went into shock for a brief moment upon being thrown into the pool built in the facility for this purpose. Attempts to swim out has been averted due to a large glass pane covering the pool. Temperature of water comparable to the temperature of the outskirts of Dragonspine in Mondstadt. Time until the subject has to be pulled out: 1 minute and 30 seconds. A disappointing performance. As such, Subject No. #056 will be subjected to punishment for this. More tests must be done for a grander performance. Practice makes perfect, does it not?



Possible side effects of punishment: Mental distress, bodily harm, psychological damage to the brain, and potential paranoia around fire.



Side effects must be taken into account to ensure no severe permanent damage be done to the brain or the body, for subject must continue to engage in further experiments. Desired results from punishment: Less resistance and an increase in obedience as well as the ability to perform better shows with further experiments.”


-

They didn’t bother giving him dry clothes when they threw him back into the cell, the clanging of metal still ringing in his ears when the door slammed shut, followed by the other door was shut in a similar explosive fashion.

Soaking wet, the cold began to cover him like a blanket. But instead of safety, it brought dread and uncontrollable chills through his body as he laid there, hugging himself in a vain attempt to bring warmth into his freezing body. The worn out yukata did nothing to help.

It’s been…how long had it been? Ayato couldn’t conjure up anything in relation to the time frame of his captivity. The days had blurred together. Between these tests, and that woman’s refusal to tell him anything about the time, or even if it’s morning or night, as well as his decaying mental state, losing track of time in this situation did nothing to soothe him in the slightest. If anything, it only brought more despair.

The only way for him to tell how much time had actually passed was his growing hair. At first, he tried to make marks on the walls to count the days, but the material was far too hard and it only brought pain to his ears.

Ayato raised a reluctant hand to his hair, feeling around until he found a strand at the back of his neck. Only, it had stopped around his back. Long, but not too long. He tried to find some memory of how long his hair was before this, but his mind only conjured up memories of the cruelties he experienced in this facility, and he became quick to shake those images away. Instead he dwelled on something else, hoping it’ll distract him from the biting, unforgiving cold.

The experiments he had to participate in brought more trouble than its worth. On one hand, he was able to get a better feel of the facility he was kept in. A long hallway was shown when he exits the room, with various doors on the other sides of the hallway, people from all over Teyvat - about 3 groups of 4 - speaking with each other as if they were in some restaurant and not in a place where cruel and inhumane experiments goes on within the walls. Researchers with no moral values likely. Their lack of compassion and concern for him shot the idea of making an alliance here down. The strange part of all of this was how there wasn’t any Inazumans here. Even his captors confirmed that anomaly.

The hallway extended into twists and turns the further they went in until the door to a chamber is in sight. That chamber became home to many, many pain filled experiences for him. He would be told to participate in experiments, ones that resulted in pain no matter if he abided by the rules or not. The outcome was always the same as they throw him back into the cell. Pain, and the chipping of his mental state.

Ayato is a noble, and had been taught how to act and what to do in situations like this. But this was different. He was never told what to do when the person who kidnapped you wanted to hurt you for reasons unknown, with no intention of release regardless of any changes. No ransom can be paid for his freedom, no information in exchange for his life. Nothing.

He knows his anger wasn’t exactly justified, especially since things like this was rare and ransoms were more common. But he can’t help but be angry at the instructors who gave him information only on how to survive ransoms. Then again, he wasn’t even doing a good job in formulating a plan in getting out of here. The things that were done to him only gave him time to figure out how to lessen the pain, and time for making an escape plan was limited these days without his mind getting clouded by pain.

He doesn’t even know what the purpose of these experiments were, or why he was chosen for this. How could a noble from a dying clan be good for experimentation? The conversations the researchers had gave no indication or answers to these questions he had. Ayato knows it won’t be much use for getting out, but it could be of use at some point. Appealing to someone, probably.

Aside from the woman with the Hydro Vision - who was a walking paradox in his eyes considering what the Hydro element represented - there were also associates who took part in his suffering. They all have different ways of causing pain, but they have the same goal nonetheless.

Making him suffer.

Ayato sat up, moving away to the wall at the back of the cell, away from the metal bars that reminded him of his predicament. The shivers were persistent, and while he knows rubbing warmth to his freezing skin was a myth, he still did it anyway out of desperation for some end to this.

It’s rather lonely here. Not a single friendly face in sight, all of the faces he saw were either looking for his pain or were neglectful of the things that goes on here. He missed his previous life. Even with his parents’ illnesses, and the looming day of when he’ll have to take up the role of his father, he cherished every moment that goes on in that life. A lone tear ran down his face.

The door slammed open, causing him to jump and look up. Light poured into the cell, and through the bars he can vaguely recognize the form of a muscular man. His build did not do him any favors in concealing himself even with his limited perception outside of the cell.

“Move.” The man said, ordered as he inserted a key into the cell door and opened it, the hinges creaking. He did not move from the entrance, standing imposingly in front of the way out.

Ayato grimaced, remembering what was said after he was pulled out of the pool. A punishment to ensue for his supposed bad performance. Another reminder that his suffering was merely entertainment, and likely not even being used for whatever cause they wanted to investigate from these unethical experiments. Though it was easier for him to get up and follow, to get it over it, he remained rooted in his spot. His energy all but spent, and he doesn’t want to know what this punishment was. Every time they happened, he returned to the cage a little more cracked than before.

“I said move.” The man ordered once again, expression unchanging but his tone warped into something more dangerous. A threatening edge in his voice. The consequences to follow should he disobey.

And he still remained in his spot, eyes looking away from him. Ayato knows there’s no stopping this, and a stupid, foolish part of him thought that if he didn’t do anything he’ll be let off the hook this one time. That his resistance would pay off for once.

Of course, that stupid, foolish part of him was never right.

“Move. Now.” The man radiated a menacing aura even with his expressionless face. “I’m warning you.”

Ayato twitched, looking back up at the man who’s been vaguely threatening him this whole time. He gave him a sharp glare, a small reminder that his will won’t easily be broken. He at least has that over them.

“Are you happy with this life?” He asks the man, who still stands there. Were it not for his voice, he would’ve assumed he might’ve been a machine. “Being with a woman who is nothing but evil, hurting others for the sake of your pride, is that what you want?” His throat ached from dehydration, and the pool incident does not count. “Can’t you see that-”

He never got to finish his sentence when the man charged straight into the cell and grabbed his arm so roughly it caught him off guard. A yelp was heard, and it came from the former heir’s throat as the man dragged him off, not even bothering to help him to his feet. No, he just dragged him across the floor like he was some rag doll, his grip agonizingly tight and firm. Bruises are bound to form in addition to the ones he already has. The more recent wounds were jostled, while the old ones threatened to reopen from the way he was being treated.

Ayato knows there’s no point in trying to break free, but he struggled either way. Whether to show that he’s still defiant even after all of the things he was put through or from the shock of this happening, he couldn’t tell. He was literally dragged to the chamber kicking and screaming, and his mind failed to register the fact that no one was in the hallway this time around because of this.

When they arrived at the chamber, the woman was already there, but no one else was. Usually there would be at least 2 others here with her, but she was alone this time. She turned around when she heard the door opening, a sickening smile spreading on her lips. Her upper face was still covered by a mask that concealed her eyes and nose. Ayato never understood this choice.

“Ah, you’re here. I see he had to be rough with you Flower. A shame that the lesson on obedience still hasn’t seeped into your skull.” The woman started it out sweet, then ended it with a spat and a venomous gaze. Ayato locked eyes with her for a moment, and he can see the sadistic hunger in her eyes. A sign that this punishment won’t be merciful in the slightest.

When were they ever?

“Hey, be a dear and put it over there. The petals need to be perfectly still, after all.”

She gestured to a chair at the corner of the room. The armrests had cuffs, as well as the legs of the chair. Memories flooded Ayato’s mind on what had happened the last time he was forced into that seat, memories of cuts and blood, and the prolonging of the agony by having the cuts be stitched up only to tear them apart with a knife again and again.

The struggling became more prominent, and he didn’t stop fighting the whole way through even if he knew it was pointless to do so. Being in that seat cannot mean anything good.

He lost in the end, and was strapped to the chair, but not before he managed to give a good kick to the man’s stomach. It wasn’t much, but it was worth something. Somewhere in his mind he hoped that a bruise would bloom on the man’s skin or ribs as a reminder.

“Stop fighting.” The woman was in front of him the second her assistant pulled away, grabbing his hair and pulling tight, causing him to let out a cry. “Or I’ll cut you open and take your organs out.” She hissed, and the danger was registered. A part of him knew that the threat wouldn’t be carried out, after all they need him alive, but the dread and fear that came with having that become a reality was enough for him to recede in his efforts.

Ayato stopped struggling, managing to nod, but it wasn’t going to make things better. Whether he obeys or he defies his orders, he would suffer either way. And this was going to hurt.

“Good.” The woman stepped back and let go of his hair, walking away. The man stayed with him as he pulled out a cloth and wrapped it around his head, over where his eyes were, depriving him of his vision. Ayato startled at the touch, but he forced himself to remain still as the knot was done at the back of his head.

Losing his sense of sight caused a chill to run down his spine, now left to wonder and imagine what this punishment would be like. All he could hear was something metallic be picked up, his own breathing, the clicking of heels and the slight crackling of a fire. Something tickled his sense of smell, something that smelt like something was burning. The scent was unfamiliar, having almost never had the displeasure of having his food burnt other than a few times, but he still recognized it all the same.

He tugged on the restraints the longer the silence went on, the growing, dreadful anticipation overtaking his mind, the burnt scent making a place in his mind. His heart was beating faster, the silence in the room driving him in circles.

This time, it was going to be extremely painful. And it was going to be worse than his imagination. That woman always made sure to be as extreme as possible without actually killing him. Death would not grant him mercy, and neither would she.

At some point, he felt the pant legs of his yukata be rolled up, right until the knees. His confusion was only continued when the same was done for his sleeves, this time going up until his shoulders where they can be secured properly. Confusion soon melted into horror, with all of the hints he was given…

…this was going to hurt in more ways than one.

Finally, the sound of the heels clicking against the floor became louder now, heading back in his direction. Ayato did his best to mask his fear, trying to put a brave face. He knows it’ll slip the second she starts doing something to him, but pretending was the only thing he can do.

“Do you know what we do to disobedient brats like you?” She asked, voice dripping with maliciousness. Ayato could not answer her as she spoke once again.

“We hit them harder.”

At once, white hot pain was registered, followed by a loud scream of pain.

Even through his yukata, Ayato still felt the skin of his stomach burn, the agony that accompanied it finding its way to torment him from that first strike alone. It was a miracle his ribs weren’t broken from that, but that didn’t mean it’ll come later. He didn’t have time to properly breathe when the next strike hit, this time on his right leg. It was even worse, skin exposed with no layer of protection from fabric. The throbbing pain in his leg joined the chorus of agony in his stomach, an orchestra only she can enjoy as old wounds began to reopen, and the new wounds got worse. The water that still clung to his skin and clothes only seemed to make the wounds worse. The fabric of his yukata clinging to the burn, making it even more hurtful.

Then came something different. A very, bad kind of different.

Something was placed on his leg, properly somewhere near the first burn on it. Ayato can only feel as it sliced flesh, somehow even worse than being struck with it directly. He couldn’t tell the difference as his body was subjected with more and more of this treatment. A burning slice of skin, guaranteed to bring pain and misery to the recipient. Pulling on the cuffs that binded him to the chair gave no results, the metal rubbing his exposed skin raw and bloody.

After what seems to be the seventh strike, the object - a pole or a knife, he couldn’t tell - was pulled away, and the clicking of heels came back again as they got more distant. She left, but there was no relief from it. Only more dread and pain as it still resonated in him. Ayato felt the blindfold get more damp, and his face getting more wet, and through the haze registered that he was crying. He can’t remember when the tears first started to build, but it doesn’t matter. It was too much.

Ayato breathed heavily, catching his breath as this seems to be his only chance to do so. He rarely had the time to do that without being sent back to his cell. Any form of mercy was nowhere in sight. He can hear the man beside him snoring throughout the whole session, as if this is something he can sleep soundly to.

The burning smell returned, indicating that this wasn’t going to end soon. At this point, being thrown back into his cell unceremoniously would be a mercy compared to this. He doesn’t care if his injuries would be jostled and reopened, he just wants this to end already.

And this wasn’t even past the first session.

How can he be worthy of the role of Yashiro Commissioner if this is how he acts in a dire situation like this?

Ayato only shed more tears at this. If they saw him like this, they would be so disappointed.

No, what was he talking about? His parents wouldn’t think of him that way. They would help him, and they wouldn’t shame him for this…

…would they?

“Flower, if only you weren’t so lazy in that performance of yours, you could’ve been spared of this. Your petals are so beautiful, I hate the fact that I have to burn some of them off.”

Ayato scoffed, any trace of remorse was nowhere to be found in her words or her tone. He knows he doesn’t deserve this; how in the world did she expect him to hold his breath for more than five minutes when he was shoved into a pool of freezing water with no time to prepare? Perhaps the delusional theory he had is actually true.

This woman caused so much harm to him, whether it’d be physical or psychological, she never shied away from hurting him in the most brutal ways possible that didn’t permanently crippled him or killed him. Fear was one emotion he came to associate with her, but along with that fear was also hate.

Hate for taking him away from his family. Hate for torturing him over and over again. Hate for her enjoying his suffering.

Ayato never recalled genuinely hating someone before. Disliking people yes, and maybe even distrusting them, but never outright hatred.

“Flower must understand that I only have the best intentions for it. I’m doing this to help your growth. Tough love never fails, and all the softness you experienced must have made you too…well, soft. Your pathetic gardeners were so neglectful of you and-”

“Shut up.”

The words left Ayato before he could stop himself, his mouth snapping shut when he realized what he just said. The moment of protectiveness he felt when that woman insulted his family was blown out, replaced by a sense of terror instead. Why did he say that? Why did he even think that?

“…what did you say to me, Flower?” The woman’s tone grew hostile, yet terrifyingly calm. The burning smell continued to assault his nostrils, and the clicking sound came back.

The realization of what is to come next dawned on him, like a terrible revelation of a detective’s case. The struggling returned with more force than ever, desperately trying to get out, to flee. The cuffs dug deep into his skin, refusing to let him go.

“I said, what did you say to me, Flower?!”

The woman bellowed as she swung the metallic object to his chest, and this time a resounding crack was heard as it made contact, the sizzling of skin and the bones of his ribs cracking brought out a louder, more pain filled scream from him, only adding to the agony.

“That’s right, scream. You deserve to suffer for this. For your disobedience!”

Ayato wished he had passed out.

He didn’t until he returned to his cell, broken and crying.

-

Ayato soon wakes up to a dull, but resounding ache in his body.

A groan leaves his throat as he tries to sit up, only for a sharp pain to shoot up, causing him to flop back down onto the floor with no grace whatsoever. His arms and legs also felt pain, lingering like an ink stain in your skin. He felt dehydrated, even more than ever. His eyes struggled to remain open as they stare blinking at the ceiling.

His mind searched his memories for what could’ve caused this, what happened to him. The floor didn’t feel like the one at his home. This one felt unforgiving, rough. There was no light source available, like all the lights had suddenly gone out without provocation. Why was he on the floor? Shouldn’t he be in a futon to rest? Or a bed?

Ayato forces his head to look around, his eyes adjusting to the darkness and soon able to find strange structures in the room. They resembled jail bars, and it looks like he was inside the cell.

He was then assaulted by recollections of burning skin, metal meeting bone, bones shattering and excessive screaming in his ear. The image made clear, and the reminder that he was still a prisoner, nothing more than a toy to be played with until it breaks. He holds back tears, not wanting to give unseen satisfaction to that woman. But it was hard, and a few tears managed to break free regardless.

Ayato strains to get a better look at his injuries, starting with his sleeves as he rolled them up hesitantly. The lack of a light source made it so difficult to tell how bad the burns are, but based on the pain he felt it had to be deep. The fact that he still felt the pain was simultaneously comforting and not. On one hand, he was glad to know that none of his nerves had been fried. On the other hand, it was still agonizing. It may have faded into discomfort now, but it still hurt.

Based on the pain he felt when trying to sit up, that strike to his ribs actually broke his ribs. How many, he doesn’t know. But this fact wasn’t comforting in the slightest. To know this fact made so many escape routes obsolete due to the fact that he has to run, or at least be able to stand. If he wants to get out, he’ll either have to wait for someone to rescue him, or he waits for his ribs to be healed. Negotiation with someone here was out of the question, all of them corrupted to the core.

Despair sank in. This couldn’t be happening. This had to be some messed up dream. He can’t be incapacitated, this can’t be real.

The door outside the cell opened, and he flinched, looking away from the light as it flooded into the room. Ayato shut his eyes, opening them back up and catching a glimpse of redness and blistering on his arm before a voice spoke to him.

“You’re awake, Flower.” The woman’s voice brought back so many unpleasant memories. Ayato did not dare to even look in her direction, wanting her gone and to be left alone.

“I hope you’ve learned your lesson. Next time we begin a test, I want a satisfactory performance.”

She scoffs, and the last words she said before leaving left a bad impression on him.

“I wonder what your family thinks of you like this. What a worthless heir.”

The door slammed shut, but all Ayato could think about was how pathetic he looked by now. How much of a failure he is. If he truly was a worthy heir, he would’ve found a way out of here by now. He wouldn’t be hurt, he wouldn’t even be struck once. He wouldn’t let himself be beat down by a woman who only knows to hurt to satisfy herself. He wouldn’t even let himself be struck at all.

But here he was, lying in a broken heap on the floor, injured and running out of hope.

Tears streamed down his cheeks, and onto the cold floor as his mind fought against his own thoughts.

He didn’t register the screeching outside the room until it was too late, when he cried himself to sleep.





5. Cold Heart
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Ayaka felt more tired and exhausted when she woke up, rubbing her eyes in a vain attempt to chase away the lingering exhaustion, an unladylike yawn escaping past her lips. She looks at the table and saw her once unfinished calligraphy assignment has been completed without her knowledge. She already has an idea on who the culprit is, but decided not to call him out, this time at least.

A few more months have passed, three months to the end of the first year of the deadline. Ayaka has been trying to speed up her work and training, brushing aside what Thoma had advised her for a while. She felt horrible for neglecting his wishes, but if she manages to secure Commissioner, the burden of proving her worth will be off her shoulders. Even then, she knows she’ll have more work for her when she does get chosen as the next in line for Yashiro Commissioner.

Being the new master of the house came with its perks as did its downsides. Maybe it’s because she hasn’t gotten used to the role yet, but she felt so out of place. Being called ‘my lady’ or ‘young lady’ felt so strange to her, foreign. Like she doesn’t deserve to be called that.

The other two Commissions agreed with that sentiment, and rightfully so. Unless she can prove to them that she is worthy of the position, she’ll remain as nothing but a little bird in their eyes. Insignificant even.

There’s a surprising amount of work to be done by the Yashiro Commission, the one that theoretically should have the least amount. Cultural affairs should be less difficult to manage than security or the borders of Inazuma, right?

But with the added complications of the Kamisato Clan’s fall from grace, and the fact that only a single member remains, it’s like triple the work that is done by the Tenryou and Kanjou Commissions. Far too much for Ayaka to handle on her own.

But if she wishes to restore her clan’s honor and dignity, she’ll gladly do it. Even when her wings eventually fail and she crashes, she wants to be able to say that she flew as far as she could for her flock.

Ayaka gets up from the pillows, refolding the blanket and placing it on top of where she was sitting before and heading to change out of the kimono she was in the day before.

She changed into a simple white yukata, giving her enough space to breathe and be comfortable in while training for the day. Once that was done, she headed outside the estate to go to the area where her combat instructors are waiting.

This time around, it wasn’t held on the grounds of the Kamisato Estate. Instead it was in a deep part of Chinju Forest, a place she now has great difficulty going through whenever she needed to go outside, and even then nowadays it’s a rare occurrence. The forest’s bushes and trees and grass were cleaned of blood, but sometimes she can still see red and remember the day everything went wrong, remember how her family were taken while she had merely been knocked out and left to wonder and worry over their safety. Even if she and the Yashiro Commission are secretly still investigating this, it was unlikely they would find them alive. At the very least, Ayaka wanted to know what their fate was. The unknown was more terrifying than the known.

As she lingered on these memories, a thought came to her.

Why was she spared? Out of everyone they could’ve left, why only her? Was it because they have some unspoken morals about children, or was it part of a more sinister motive?

Why not kill her, or take her with everyone else?

She doubts anyone in the Yashiro Commission would know the answer to the question. Everyone was just glad to see that she’s still here, even if they grieved and mourned the loss of the others. Perhaps this is something she’ll figure out in due time.

A metal blade sheathed at her side weighed slightly as she traversed through the forest, looking for the place where she’ll be training for the day. She would’ve alerted someone to come along with her, like Thoma, but the outlander in question seems to be out of the house. Besides, she doesn’t want to bother anyone else to do this. If she is to be Commissioner, shouldn’t she train herself to go out alone? Shouldn’t she get used to the feeling?

She can hear some of the servants’ voices in her head echoing her thoughts.

Rustling was heard in the bushes, putting Ayaka on edge immediately after hearing it. Her head whipped around, eyes boring into the bushes and the area as she unsheathed the blade at her side. Memories of that day flooded her mind, her eyes desperately trying to chase the images of red away to focus more on the presumed threat. Assumptions often led to bad results, it could’ve just been a rabbit playing in the forest. But her mind refuses to let go of the idea that someone is here and that they’re back to finish the job with her and how they’ll leave her corpse for any unfortunate wanderers to find…

She forced herself to remain calm, recalling what some of the instructors would tell her and what they advise her to do when in a situation like this. Remaining calm was key, and being prepared for a fight was also what they said. She never had to fight in a real situation, the only time she had been in combat was sparring with someone, and that incident did not count as her being in a fight.

A small part of her hoped that this turned out to be a misunderstanding as the rustling in the bushes grew more and more prominent. Perhaps it’s just a wild animal hiding in the bushes, or a child playing hide and seek in the forest. Making assumptions only lead to bad things.

But someone landing in front of her, stopping her in her tracks and bringing out a short-lived scream from her crushed that hope.

Ayaka looked back, finding more people surrounding her and enclosing her in a circle. No matter where she went, she’ll be stopped. Even with her blade, what can a little girl do against 5 grown adults?

“Wh…what do you…” Ayaka found her voice, hitching from fear. She can feel her heart race, more memories and images flashing in her mind. She can see the red again, it was all around her.


“Pathetic.” A voice echoed amidst it all. “Weak. Look at you, cowering.”


“There you are.” The presumed leader of the group, a Kairagi, stood in front of her, tall and imposing. His shadow fell on her. “It was harder than we thought to catch you alone without anyone around. But here we are.”

“Boss, I don’t feel good about this.” One of the ronin says, his expression hidden with his hat, but hesitation was clearly heard. Her eyes darted in his direction, the fear not quelled by someone’s objection to this. “I mean, look at her! She’s a child, maybe a teenager at best, but-”

“That’s even better!” The Kairagi exclaims. “It makes our job easier. When she’s out of the picture, we’ll get paid loads of Mora, get out of debt even. Plus the people who commissioned this will aid us forever in whatever endeavours we want if we complete this job.”

Ayaka has never felt so scared in her life. She was starting to hyperventilate, looking more like a scared child than a noble lady.

There’s no one to catch her when she falls. No one around to witness this.

The same forest that took her family away from her will be the place where she rests eternally. Was this the eternity her god promised her? Was the mercy extended to her obsolete?

“But-”

“We’ve come this far now. There’s nothing left for us to lose!” The Kairagi growled, stepping closer to Ayaka. She yelped, holding her blade in front of her as if it’ll help in anything.

“Hey the kid’s got a knife!” Another one of the group pointed out. Out of the corner of her vision she can see him backing away at the sight. She grew a little bold by this unintentional assertion of power, her grip tightening so much her knuckles went white.

“St-stay away!” She shouted, a threatening edge to her trembling voice, her blade pointed at anywhere who tried to get near her. She counted herself lucky that the ronin were all showing skin and can be harmed by her in one way or another. “I’m warning you, none of you will leave without major casualties.”

The thought sent shivers down her spine. How can she be so horrible to think that?

“Idiots! You’re scared of a child with a knife?!” The Kairagi stepped even closer to her, trying to take hold of her arm, not caring in the slightest of the blade in her hands.

Ayaka acted, channeling everything she learned from her instructors into protecting herself. Her movements were swift, avoiding the attacks sent her way as her grip on her blade tightened. The other members reacted to this, doing everything they can to either kill or subdue her, their leader stepping back in arrogance. Sparks created from blades clashing against each other, the ringing of metal echoing throughout the forest.

Due to her being smaller than the ronin, she was able to evade their attacks in a much easier fashion. She was surprised at how well she was reacting to their actions, but the logical side of her mind pushed it away, only to be dwelt on when the fight is over.

Her blade met skin and flesh, cloth and armour. A wooden blade was not meant to hurt like a metal sword, it was not meant to draw blood. Ayaka has seen blood, but she never saw it be drawn because of her. The shock of seeing red flow by her hand was overpowered by the adrenaline rushing through her, filling every inch of her body, with the only goal being survival.

It was almost impressive that she managed to hold out for so long. The Kamisato Art was not to be underestimated even after the drop in their reputation. By the time the leader lost his cool, she managed to subdue his minions.

“All of you! What is wrong with you lot?! Can’t even take a little girl?!” The Kairagi screeched, finally losing his cool, joining the fight with his blade. He was much taller, more imposing than his subordinates. The armour he wore looked to be much more difficult to pierce through than the others. A more intimidating opponent.

The adrenaline has not left Ayaka as she readied herself to fight again. “I told you…”

The Kairagi charged at her, and they exchanged blows across the forest floor and the unconscious bodies of the ronin. The size of the Kairagi was large, too large for her to outpace, too strong for her to overpower.

She could’ve given up and accepted the fact that she’s going to die, free from the responsibility of bringing the Kamisato Clan back to its former glory.

But she didn’t.

As Ayaka landed one final blow to render the Kairagi unconscious, he returned one to her as well.

One second of loss attention was all it took.

The pain came when a blade silced across her face, blood being shed from the long cut as she cried out in pain. She can feel a sharp pain on her face, one of her eyes struggling to stay open from the attack. The shock was enough for the Kairagi to pin her down onto the forest floor, kicking her blade out of her loosened hands.

“Was that the best you could do? Hmph, these minions are useless to me anyway if they couldn’t even beat a child. Whatever, once I’m done with you I’ll get even better minions, ones that won’t screw up.”

Her heart palpitated, as the realization sunk in.

She was going to die. She was going to die.

The thought repeated itself in her mind over and over again as blood poured around the forest floor, the blade once clutched in her hands out of reach.

She can’t die. She has to avenge her clan, restore the honor and dignity they once held before losing it all. If she were to meet her family in the heavenly eyes of Celestia or the devouring despair of the Abyss, they would be sorely disappointed in her. The Kamisato Clan cannot fall like this.

The tears that filled her eyes spoke many thoughts and feelings, not that any of the rogues would care to learn the emotions behind them. Facing death was something she never thought she would ever experience, but it was terrifying. The looming threat about to be carried out on her, like facing execution at the hands of the Raiden Shogun. But all she would see before her demise was a sharp, steel blade piercing her body. No divine lightning turning her into something that barely resembles dust. Just a simple, but terrifying end.

But she can’t die. She can’t die. She doesn’t want to die. She-

The temperature inexplicably dropped, almost ice cold like a blizzard. Ayaka has never been to Snezhnaya, but this must be what it feels like to live in such a place. Her body felt cold, so cold. But it wasn’t unbearable. It felt comforting.

“What’s happening? Why is it so cold-”

A brief flash of light blinded everyone in the vicinity, causing the Kairagi holding Ayaka down to stumble back to cover their eyes from the light, and she herself buried her face in the dirt to protect her eyes. As she braved a glance back up, she saw something floating down, right above her. Small, yet so significant.

A Vision.

As if on instinct, she grabbed the Vision and held it close to her chest, feeling a comforting cold feeling pass through her as she backed away from the Kairagi, who looked on in confusion and indignation.

“A Vision? How could this be-”

“Leave me ALONE!”

Her cry seems to resonate with the Vision, and before she knew it, a large burst of Cryo overtook the area. She could hear the Kairagi screech, and then it stopped.

When the remnants of Cryo faded away and she could see again, Ayaka saw what her Vision had done.

The Kairagi is on the ground, unmoving, sword flung away from his hand. She stared at his body for a few moments, her heart pounding out of her chest as she looked for any sign of him being alive.

He didn’t move.

Ayaka slowly crawled towards him, cautious in her movements. The sting on her face was painful, but it can be ignored as she reached the Kairagi, lifted the mask and placed a hand on his neck.

There was no pulse.

He’s dead.

He died because of her.

The revelation struck her like lightning. Reality seemed to fade away as she looked at her hands, one holding the Vision and the other clean, and yet she can still see the invisible blood that coated them.

She had been told that many feel regret and shock when they realize they actually killed someone, whether by accident or intentional. But all Ayaka could feel was a sense of…nothing, like any guilt or anger or relief she would feel would exhaust her entirely. The twisted part of her mind spoke to her like a poisonous snake, saying it was for the best that the Kairagi died. The Kairagi and ronin, whether it was the same ones from that incident, were the reason why her family disappeared. The reason why she suffered so much trying to step up as Commissioner. The reason why she had to resort to such drastic measures. Her Vision merely carried out the orders of its master.

Ayaka found no satisfaction, no sadness, no horror. Only emptiness remains as she stared at her hands, eyes becoming unfocused, the pain numbing, the blood drying.

She could hear frantic footsteps through the forest, but paid them no mind until she can register a figure kneeling down in front of her after removing the body from her sight.

“Dear? Little heron? Speak to me.”

Guuji Yae’s voice echoed in her mind, but Ayaka found it difficult to look up, her eyes fixated on her hands with the Vision on top of her palm. A gentle hand clasps her empty hand, prompting her to at least acknowledge her presence.

“It appears I came too late, but you held your own well. This Vision you now possess is a sign of your strength and bravery for going up against these hooligans.”

“…” Ayaka wondered whether to tell Guuji Yae she had killed someone, but she pauses when she ponders on how she’ll react to the news. The kitsune is a devious one, but not one who lacks morals. If she finds murder, whether in self-defense or otherwise distasteful, that marks the end of her journey. Who knows? Maybe she’ll even be brought to the Almighty Shogun for a proper execution.

“Really, I don’t hold it against you for defending yourself. They were asking for it.” Guuji Yae says, at least trying to make her feel better. But it didn’t work. “Don’t worry, I’ll keep this between us. It’s likely a coordinated attack towards you, but I’ll personally investigate the root cause of this.”

“…really?”

“Really.”

Ayaka looked down at the Cryo Vision clutched in her hands. The cold aura it emanated felt more comforting than anything.

“Are you alright?” Guuji Yae spoke, bringing her attention back to the priestess. The kitsune’s eyes held sympathy, and perhaps a bit of regret in them.

“…I don’t know.” Ayaka whispers, holding the Vision close to her chest. “I thought…I would die.”

“And you didn’t. It’s all going to be okay, dear.” Guuji Yae opened her arms, inviting her for a hug.

Ayaka took it, rushing into her and throwing her arms around her, letting tears run down her cheeks. They felt colder than before.

“Shh…let it all out. You’re okay.”

She continued to cry, all the walls she tried to build up crumbling down in the presence of Yae Miko, in the aftermath of the danger passing. The embrace felt warm, like her mother’s…

…the thought made her cry even harder.

“We should head back now. It’s not safe in the forest.”

“Oh, and little heron?”

Ayaka looked up at Yae Miko, her eyes hardened and stern.

“Don’t go where I can’t follow, alright?”


Notes for the Chapter:
Writing action scenes kinda suck-

Also a bit of a heads up, the next few chapters will be focusing more on Ayato than Ayaka, but we will be getting back to the younger sister soon. There’s going to be a few special guests featured in those few chapters too. As for who they are, you’ll have to wait and see.






6. Desolation

Summary for the Chapter:

“Like crying out in empty rooms, with no one there except the moon”


 

Journal | Solitary Confinement | “Make it stop”


Notes for the Chapter:So fair warning: This is probably the darkest thing I ever wrote, yes even darker than that one scene in BtHaMtC. So be warned that this chapter will have some…unpleasant things happen. As in a lot of torture happens in this chapter… >:)





“You poor poor thing.”

The woman stroked his hair tenderly, and yet the gentle touch resulted in a chill running down his spine. Powder blue tresses had grown out, stopping at his upper back. He can’t imagine how greasy it must be from the lack of care, but the woman didn’t care in the slightest.

Sunken violet eyes only stared down at the floor, not wanting to see the look of twisted joy on his captor’s face. The one responsible for his suffering. The one who hurt him far too many times for him to count.

Ayato pushed those thoughts away, focusing on remaining still. Not a sound should be heard from him, like a good pet.

The thought made him sick. The cold, biting metal of the collar around his neck only strengthen her view of him. How humiliating was it for him to be so pathetic that he had to wear a collar just so he can be kept in line?

The collar wasn’t a recent thing. Or was it? How long had it been since he had to wear this wretched thing? Regardless, it wasn’t something he expected. In hindsight he should’ve when considering this delusional woman and her view on flowers as a whole.

He hated this. He hated everything about this. But there was nothing he could do.

“What a good performance today, Flower.” The woman was smirking behind her mask, he can feel it. “In fact, you’re so good that I believe you deserve a reward.”

Ayato felt fingers grab his chin and forced his head up, making him lock eyes with the masked woman. He made no sound, even if he was caught off guard by the move.

“Come with me.”

In an instant, she bent down and hoisted him into her arms, any sounds he wanted to make from this unexpected action died out when he remembered he had to remain quiet. Those who do not remain quiet will be punished severely.

Ayato was carried out of the chamber and back into the hallway. The same people were in there again, chatting away like there was nothing wrong. No ounce of compassion was spared when someone locks eyes with him. He doesn’t know why he’s still trying to look at these researchers in their eyes anymore. He would find nothing but indifference.

Ayato had lost track of time, now no longer aware of how long it’s been since he had been taken. For all he knew, it could’ve been years, or even a century if he had gone off the deep end. He might’ve gone insane long ago.

Soon enough, he was brought to a door, one he hadn’t seen before. The woman nodded to the guard in front of it, and they obliged with her unspoken request, taking out keys and unlocking the door, allowing them passage into the room.

The first thing he heard when the door opened was a familiar voice, worn down by pain and dehydration.

“A-AYATO?!”

And yet it was still so loud and deafening. Ayato’s attention became focused on that shout alone, craning his head to find the person who called him by his real name. And through the bars of a cell similar to his, he can vaguely recognize the shape of someone he held dear.

His mother.

She looked utterly exhausted. But upon seeing her son, it was like all the energy she had lost had been zapped back into her. “Ayato, my son, I- You’re a-alive…”

Beside her was his father, who held a look of disdain and hatred towards the woman holding his son. But when locking eyes with said son, those eyes softened in concern and horror.

“By the Shogun’s mercy…”

His parents were alive. His parents were alive.

Ayato barely had time to process this when the woman went to the left side of the room with him, the door slamming shut as she moved.

“Yes, it is nice to see you again, Kamisato Kayo and Keichi.” The woman snickered as she made her place in the corner of the room, far away from the bars. “I told you I would bring your child to you, didn’t I?”

“What have you done to him?!” Kayo screeched, rushing over to the bars as fast as she could, her hands gripping them tightly like a caged animal barking at the onlookers who watched as it squirm in its cage. Keichi went over and placed a hand on her shoulder, but he did not spare a glare at the woman.

The woman shrugged, then promptly dropped him onto the floor. Ayato could not hold back a short-lived scream when this happened. The impact wasn’t enough to break bones, but it was enough to cause him pain nonetheless.

A hand gripped his hair painfully, and his head was titled back, just enough for him to be unable to see his parents. But Ayato can hear their screams of protest.

“Oh, why so glum? I was helping it the time it was separated from you both. Honestly, you should be thanking me. It is much more well-behaved now.”

“You- You were torturing him!” Kayo screamed. It was a miracle her voice hadn’t given out yet.

Ayato wanted to prove the cruel woman wrong. That no, she did not manage to train him like a dog. He is no dog. He is a person. A person who doesn’t deserve to be treated this way.

“Sh-”

“Bad Flower, bad.” The woman snapped, her nails raking across his chest. The cuts resulted in a cry that he tried to stuff out, but failed in the end.

“Stop it!” The protest came from Keichi this time.

The woman surprisingly obeyed, letting go of his hair and allowing him some comfort. But it’s not going to last for long. He knows this too well.

“Oh yes, I suppose I should stop, only so I can show you just how well-behaved it is under my care.”

The door opened again, and in came a researcher holding something long and red hot in his hand, quickly giving it to the woman and giving a quick bow before getting out of the room and slamming the door shut again. The sight brings back unpleasant and unwanted memories, of how it felt on his skin and how painful it was and how those burns never went away, only appearing in the different form of scars on his arms and legs, and sometimes his stomach would be the victim of such. They hurt so much. Far too much.

Ayato looked at the instrument with wide eyes, his instincts telling him to run, to get away from that thing. His body ended up doing something different, and backed away until he hit the wall.

“We should show them all of those lovely charred petals you have, Flower. It actually suits you better.” The woman’s voice leaked with wicked glee. Desperate for anything to look at other than that red hot iron pole, Ayato turned his gaze towards his parents.

Kayo and Keichi looked on worriedly, but the mention of the burns she gave him made their gazes fill with anger and horror. They caught on quick to what she was implying, and Ayato wished they hadn’t.

“You- You WHAT?!” Kayo’s screech could rival the sound of the Shogun’s lightning, the anguish and the rage released in the form of a mother’s scream.

“You vile- creature- how could you?!” Keichi wasn’t as loud as Kayo, but he made his stance on this very clear. He hated this, a father’s protectiveness showing in his eyes and body language.

The woman laughed. “It couldn’t be helped-”

“COULDN’T BE HELPED?!”

“Misbehaviour results in punishment. You both should know that.”

“You’re only doing this because it’s fun for you!”

The woman tapped her chin with a finger. “Maybe it’s that, maybe it’s not. But no matter. I have a duty to perform now.” She got down onto Ayato’s level, a sickening smile spreading on her lips as she rolled up his sleeve and lowered the pole and onto his skin.

Ayato screamed only for a split second when something came over his mind- telling him to be quiet- be quiet or it’ll be more painful-

“Shut up.”

Like a snap of a finger, his voice failed him, even as the iron burned through what remains of his skin that hasn’t been burnt. Any faint whimpers that came weren’t loud enough to be heard, as if he was trying everything he could to stay silent.

“See? I can play with every part of precious Bluebell’s mind and body. I can do whatever I want with it. It is never allowed to speak, or scream, without my permission. It is now under my control. With a few simple key phrases and actions, I can control everything about it.”

Ayato wanted to cry. He hadn’t felt this helpless in so long. His mind screamed at him to do something, anything to prove that she hasn’t broken him. That he still had a will to live. That he wouldn’t submit to this wretched individual.

But his body refused to move. His voice refused to work. Only short, small breathes came out.

His eyes locked with his parents. Ayato can barely make out their wide, horrified eyes, reacting to him letting someone else dictate his moves. A wave of shame washed over him. How could he let them watch this? Why wasn’t he fighting back? Why wasn’t he doing anything?

Why was he letting this happen to him?

The pain was so horrible at this point that it should’ve been enough.

But his voice still did not work.

The woman finally took away the poker, placing it down on the floor beside her as she spoke those key words. “You can scream now.”

And like a dam that has been broken, it all came out so rapidly and suddenly, and all hell broke loose.

The sounds finally broke through, the screaming reverberating through the entire room as Ayato held his thoroughly burnt arm close to his chest, screams and sobs continuing to tumble out of his mouth as he tried desperately to survey the damage done to his arm, the pain surging through his arm and it wasn’t stopping why won’t stop why won’t stop-

Why won’t it stop?!

Ayato could barely hear Kayo and Keichi over the pain and the sound of his own screams, tears starting to rush down his cheeks. He looked around for a way to end the pain, wanting a way to stop this as he trashed and writhed. The smell of burnt skin only making things worse.

“Make it stop! Make it stop!”

“MAKE IT STOP!”

That was the last thing he said before something struck him over the head and everything went dark.

-

Keichi watches as the woman scoff after kicking his son in the head, his body going limp. An irrational part of his mind thought that perhaps she had killed him, but as she knelt down to press two fingers against his neck to check his pulse, she lets out a sigh of relief.

“Looks like Bluebell hasn’t withered yet.” She mutters, just loud enough for the both of them to hear. She picks up his limp body and went around the bars, but did something unexpected.

Instead of going out the door to the room, a set of jiggling keys was heard, and the door to the cell swung open. The woman tossed his child into the cell like a sack of potatoes, closing the door and re-locking it. After that, she went out of the other door and was gone for now.

Keichi and Kayo, scrambled towards Ayato, his eyes shut and yet his face look so full of pain. Keichi took the arm that had been burnt and did his best to try and examine the injury. Without proper lighting and his eyesight fading from age, it was hard to tell how bad it is. But he can make out more patches of burnt skin along his arm. How many times he was burned, he doesn’t know. But it was honestly a miracle that none of his nerves were damaged or had completely been incinerated.

There was also that collar around his neck. There was no way to remove it without assistance, and clearly it was there simply to humiliate him. A wave of anger passed through him at the implications.

“Please! I don’t want him to die!” Kayo held her son so gently like he’s a fragile egg, her hysterical eyes looked for her husband for comfort, for assurance, for anything. Anything that can help her son. Their son, who had been physically and mentally tormented for years for someone’s sick and twisted sense of enjoyment. Their son who became so traumatized by that woman’s presence alone, their son whose screams they had been listening to for years on end, never knowing what was going on behind the walls.

Keichi held his wife’s hands, doing his best to remain calm. Should he show panic, there would be nothing left for them. He has to be strong now, even if he was struggling to hide his own feelings. “It’s going to be okay, dear. He won’t die, he won’t die.” He wrapped her in a hug, making sure it was tight without actually hurting her.

Kayo was hyperventilating, all the grace she once held evaporated, the bruises on her face ensuring that the once flawless face was tainted. Keichi doesn’t know if he’ll ever see that side of her again, but it doesn’t matter to him. Hurt or not, she’ll always have him by her side. Speaking of…

Would Ayato ever be able to recover from all of this, if- when they get out of this place? The parents have seen how terrified and how…broken he is from the years of ‘care’ that woman forced him under. Even when they get out, he’ll never be the same Ayato they once knew before they got captured. The thought broke his heart. His son being nothing more than an object in the eyes of that woman keeping them all here, as if she was obsessed with him specifically.

Keichi hated this. He hated the fact that he was powerless to stop the pain, powerless to stop all of this from happening in the first place. If he had been more vigilant, if he had been more attentive to the forest’s surroundings, if he had made some of the Shuumatsuban follow them the day, none of this would’ve happened. He would rather die from his illness than live to see his family be broken and shattered in more ways than one.

And Ayaka…

…Keichi would never be able to forgive himself if Ayaka had died. The only reassurance they had was that Ayaka was not in the facility with them, but they never confirmed her status. For all he knew, she could have died in the ambush.

But at least, he could do something for the captive members of his family.

“It’ll be okay…It’ll be okay…” Keichi repeated that sentiment over and over again like it’s a mantra. It is in a way. A way to remind the both of them that they will be okay, and that they will get out, even if it takes them ten more years to do so. Hope is the only thing left, and resistance is the only way to communicate that yes, they are not destroyed, and will continue the fight.

“…I don’t know…what if we can’t get out? What if we’re- we’re- trapped here forever?”

“Don’t say that.” Keichi shook his head. “Someday, we’ll escape this place. The only thing we have left is the hope for an escape, and losing it means we let her win.”

“…okay.” Kayo nods. “I’ll hang on for a little while longer.”

The two smiled at each other for a while. Being able to find solace in a bad place like this would be next to impossible, but here they are. The light was fading, but they needed to keep it for their sakes.

They turned back to their child soon enough, faces morphing into concern as they take a good look at him. Ayato’s unconscious face still held a pained expression, like the pain was so great it still haunted him like this. A flick of anger passed through Keichi as he remembered what that woman had done to him, forcing him to be quiet as she pressed that poker against his arm. He saw how much he struggled to comply with her wishes, and he couldn’t imagine how torturous it was for him.

The worst part was that Ayato was clearly trained to stay quiet. Keichi doesn’t want to imagine how much conditioning it took for her to break his will and get him to stay silent throughout that ordeal. How many times had she done that to him? He doesn’t know, and he doesn’t want to find out.

The important thing right now is to try and help him. It might be their only chance of seeing and talking with him.

But how long would it be until Ayato woke up?

“We should give him something more comfortable to rest on.” Kayo speaks up, going over to gently lift his head onto her lap. Keichi couldn’t help but chuckle at the sight.

“Just like old times.” Keichi smiles, running a hand through Ayato’s hair. It was greasy from lack of care, but it doesn’t matter. Anything to comfort him even in an unconscious state.

“I’ve missed this.” Kayo admits, her soft smile seen even in the darkness. Keichi wanted to capture this moment so it could last forever, not just as a reminder to their captors that they managed to find some sort of comfort in the prison they built, but to have as something fond for them to remember even in these somber circumstances.

“…my sweet child doesn’t deserve this.” The peace didn’t last forever as Kayo directed their conversation back to the situation at hand. Her smile faded. “He doesn’t deserve any of this.”

“I know, darling. I know.” Keichi continued to run his fingers through powder blue hair, observing his face for any signs of him waking up. One thing he noticed was how Ayato’s face barely had any scars or bruises. A few nicks and cuts, yes. But other than that, his face was left alone. He doesn’t know why, and he doesn’t want to know.

Neither of them knew how much time had passed before Ayato began to wake up, eyes fluttering open and a light groan heard from him. The parents looked down at him in relief and concern, waiting for him to fully regain consciousness before they begin to speak to him.

“Ayato, you’re awake.” Kayo started first, gently tilting his head to face her. “Are you okay? Are you still in any pain?”

“…mother…” Ayato’s words were slurred as he looked up at Kayo, not fully awake yet, or he was experiencing some sort of concussion from when that woman hit him over the head. “…father…” He directed his attention towards Keichi, weakly lifting a hand towards him, causing him to wince.

“It’s alright, Ayato. You’re with us now.” Keichi took his hand in his, giving a soft squeeze in an attempt to comfort him. “It’s okay.”

“…what…hap- ah- ow…” Ayato took in a sharp breath as he tried to get up, only to sink back onto his mother’s lap. “Why…so dark?”

“He’s really out of it, isn’t he?” Kayo shot a look at her husband, worry etched on her face. Keichi nodded, and the two refocused their efforts on talking back to their son.

“Just try to relax for a bit, alright? You’ve been through…a lot.” Keichi advised, rubbing the back of his child’s hand with his thumb.

“O…kay…”

The three sat in silence for a while, the only sounds being their individual breaths in that timeframe. Eventually, the silence is broken when Ayato spoke up.

“It still hurts…” He craned his neck over to the arm that had been burnt from the poker, running a quivering hand over the scar and wincing.

“My dear…what else has that monster done to you?” Kayo asks hesitantly. There were so many other things that could’ve happened to him other than burns. Those screams they heard were filled with too much agony for either of them to bear.

“…so many…things…” Ayato muttered, shutting his eyes. “I don’t wanna talk about it…”

“It’s okay dear. You don’t have to tell us.” Kayo says, seemingly unbothered, but Keichi can tell that she was a little disheartened that Ayato wasn’t willing to tell them about the treatment he’s been receiving all this time. Though, if that demonstration was anything to go by, Keichi assumes that whatever they learn they’ll be much worse that what they saw minutes ago.

But right now it’s not their top priority to know what that woman did to their son. They have to get out of here. Only after they’re out of danger can they ask him about it.

“Just remember…we’ll get out of here someday. I wish it was sooner, but that day will come.”

For the next few hours or so, the family talked to each other. It was the first time they were given this opportunity after all.

-

After meeting with his parents for the first time in years, Ayato felt a sense of…something when he was forced back into his own cell.

Was it determination? Defiance? Hope? He couldn’t pin down exactly what he’s feeling, but all he knows seeing his parents gave something back to him, like something he lost that had been returned to him.

Getting out of this place was a top priority now.

But Ayato doesn’t know how to do that. He hasn’t made a single good plan in all these years, all of them requiring something that is impossible to obtain. An ally from one of the researchers could prove to be a liability at best and a dangerous move at worst. The days he can recall walking to the chamber he can remember having some trouble walking, so how would running fare for him? Not well likely. There were barely any window of opportunities to grab something without anyone knowing or noticing. And even if he did get something, he doubts any of them can help in the escape.

In summary, he didn’t have much faith in escaping if he was completely honest. But he knows that his father was trying to keep morale up in the three of them, the last thing they have over the people who trapped them here. Losing it means submitting to a fate worse than death. And what would become of them if they did give in?

So Ayato was going to keep trying to escape. No matter what.

Today was a rare opportunity for that.

He had been taken out of his cell for another test, but this time it was someone else other than that man who is the woman’s right hand.

For some reason, the hallway was completely empty, devoid of any researchers or anyone for that matter. And the person escorting him isn’t even as strong as the woman’s right hand, looking easy enough to deal with. The chamber is still far away, so if he times it just right…

Ayato took the bait.

He pushed the researcher onto the ground, a yelp coming from his mouth as he fell. He didn’t stop there, taking his head and bashing it against the floor with force, hoping to knock him out. And luckily, it looks like he succeeded.

Ayato observed him for a while longer, making sure he was fully unconscious before turning to leave, struggling to run to the back and having to use the wall as support. He knows his parents are still here, but they made it clear that if he managed to get out, he shouldn’t turn back to get them until he has gotten assistance from the outside. It was the smart thing to do, but it still hurt, leaving them behind.

Navigating the hallway wasn’t tricky since it is a hallway. The whole way through, he doesn’t encounter anyone on the way out. No guards, no researchers, nobody. It was like the facility’s residents had all vanished.

Something about it didn’t sit right with him. Did it make escaping easier? Yes. But the fact that the building was devoid of people made Ayato feel some form of anxiety and trepidation. Why wasn’t there anyone here? Was he making a mistake?

No, he shouldn’t think about that. Maybe the years of being hidden from the sun made his brain rot from the inside out, but his mind kept telling his body to keep moving in spite of the suspicious absence of everybody.

When he was close to the exit, he heard footsteps. And people shouting.

“That’s him! Get him!”

In that moment, adrenaline kicked in. And though he couldn’t run very well, Ayato took off running from the hoard of people who’re behind him now. This had been a trick after all. But there was no going back.

The people were faster than him thanks to having good nutrition and exercise, but that didn’t help them in stopping him from throwing open the doors since he was so close to them by the time they noticed.

The doors sprang open, and all the hope he felt drained away the second he stumbled out of the doors.

Instead of fresh, spring dew grass, what greeted him was a wasteland of snow and ice. The blizzard that raged on did not helped in visibility one bit, only adding to the biting cold and the growing despair felt when the realization that he had been right set in.

This was Snezhnaya. A nation far away from Inazuma, and a place where there is no hope of surviving in without the proper equipment.

Ayato is not dressed for this climate. There is no way to survive even if he does get away from the facility.

Still, he pushed on as far as he could, ignoring the painful cold making its way up his legs with every step he took. Perhaps he himself had become delusional from the lack of proper care, but a part of him thought that if he kept going, then perhaps he can make it.

He didn’t get far enough when he was tackled to the ground, and subsequently dragged away from the last bit of the outside world.

The last thing he did before he was taken back into the gaping maw was stretching out a hand, naively hoping that someone will magically appear and save him.

It did not happen.

-

Ayato awoke to something different this time. Rather than greeting the darkness in his cell or the face of the vile woman, he was met with something crackling and orange. Or was it red? His eyes were blurry as he tried to get them to remain open. He felt so sore, and something was wrong with his legs. They aren’t supposed to feel that way.

His mind was still filled with static as he turned his head to the other side, no longer in the view of the warm orange glow. The floor felt cold, but that wasn’t a bad thing, at least for this place. It helped to soothe the aches in his body a little.

It’s probably nothing. Maybe he just fell asleep next to the fireplace in the middle of winter. He can rest here for a little while longer. Maybe his legs were feeling pins and needles, and they’ll go back to normal soon.

…

Wait, was winter already happening in Inazuma?

Ayato searched through his memories for this piece of information, but found nothing to suggest the timeframe. He pushed himself up, forcing his eyes to open up completely to examine the room he was in. There were no windows. There were no lights. There were no familiar objects of the Kamisato Estate. There wasn’t a peaceful atmosphere in this room at all.

No, he recognizes this room. The oppressive air here mixing in with the cold was something he was all too familiar with. His mind started to bombard him with memories of burning skin, white hot pain traveling through his body, forced to participant in experiments so painful that he thought he would die-

Then his eyes locked with the crackling flames, embers falling onto the wood. He remembers how that thing would be heated up in that fire and used to hurt him, and it hurt so much. His arms and legs were throbbing with phantom pain at the thought.

Ayato tried to get up, to try and flee, but instead he found a sharp pain traveling up his legs when he tried to move them. Looking down, he found them both horribly mangled, bent the wrong way, and oh how it was disturbing to look at, like something that didn’t belong to his body had latched itself onto him and infected him.

His legs were broken.

The revelation echoed through his mind, never stopping for a second as it sank in like a horrible pit in his stomach.

This can’t be real. He couldn’t have lost his ability to walk so soon. Even walking with broken ribs would be easier.

This can’t be real this can’t be realthiscan’tberealthiscan’tberealthiscan’tbereal-

Ayato was hyperventilating, desperately wanting his eyes to look anywhere else other than his twisted legs, but they continued to stare at them. The ability to look away taken from him.

But something else caught his attention.

“That was such a disappointing show, Flower.”

The voice sent him into a panic as his eyes shot up to look at that woman, walking into the room with an air of superiority and pride radiating off of her. Her smug smile only furthering the fact that she is someone with no morals.

“To think you would dare to rebel against me is…” She stopped when she’s right in front of him, looking down at him with a sharp glare. “…unacceptable.”

“I-”

“Shut up.” And his mouth snapped shut.

“I wanted to test you, Bluebell. I wanted to see if you would get any bold ideas after visiting your gardeners. And unfortunately you did. It seems like even after all this time, my teachings haven’t gotten through your THICK DIM SKULL!”

Ayato flinched at her raising the volume of her voice, hugging himself as he looked at the floor, not wanting to see the look of pure rage on her face.

“You’re so stupid to think you had a chance to see the cruel world again.” The woman spat, grabbing his hair and forcing his head to look at the fireplace, eliciting a gasp from him. “This place is safe, made for you. But no, you just had to spit upon my efforts. Now, you’ll have to face the consequences of your actions.”

“Now, place your arm over that fire.”

Ayato’s heart sunk, his body filling with ice. This time he braved a glance at his cruel captor, seeing malevolence etched onto her face.

“Do it right now, or I’ll break your arms next.”

His eyes filled with tears as he looked back at the fire, remembering the times it was used to heat up metal, and how that piece of metal would be used to hurt him. He knew it’ll be a lot more painful to do this, and his body shook with reluctance and terror as he weighed the alternative in his mind. Both would hurt. There was no way out of this.

This was his fault.

No it wasn’t- It is- He just wanted to be- It is his fault- He just wanted the pain to stop- then why did he do it? Why did he mess up?

Ayato lifted his arm, and rolled up his sleeve, all the burn scars ranging from pale red to black were now on full display. A choked sob left him.

Slowly, he placed his arm over the fire, feeling the flames lick at whatever patches of skin he has left. He gasped at the pain, but a sharp glare from her made him swallow the rest of his cries. The unspoken threat hanging in the air.

“That’s it. Keep it there until I tell you to move away.” The woman whispered in his ear, his body quivering not just the fire but how her voice sounded. So full of faux care when it belonged to the same woman who caused him so much pain. “My precious Bluebell.”

Ayato wanted to cry. Nothing left his mouth, but something left his eyes. Tears streaked down his face like waterfalls as he desperately tried to keep himself quiet. It was next to impossible to do that as a few shuddering breaths and whimpers managed to escape his throat as he watched his arm burn and fry over the flames.

Why did he think he had a chance of escaping?

Why did he let himself hope again?

He should’ve went along with the experiment that day. It might’ve been more merciful than this.

No he- he deserves this- he doesn’t- he does-

He deserves all of this.

Ayato didn’t know how much time had passed before the woman gave him the okay to remove his arm from the fire. “Stop. You can scream now.”

The screaming came out more as garbled and warped choked whimpers and sobs than anything. Ayato had spent all of his energy in keeping himself quiet. Screaming would utterly exhaust him. He held his arm close to him as he inspected the damage, finding the sizzled skin so charred that it didn’t look like skin at all. It looked more like burnt meat. The smell assaulted him as he gagged, mixing with the pathetic sounds he was already making.

He rolled his sleeve down to cover the injury, tears continuing to run down his face.

“Come along now.” The woman kneels down to carry him bridal style, not gentle with him whatsoever as she dug her nails into his side.

They passed through the same hallway again. The researchers and guards were still gone.

“They’re on vacation from the ruckus you caused.” The woman sneered. A twinge of guilt made its way into his mind.

Why was he feeling bad? They didn’t care about him- They had to stop their activities because of him he deserves this- he-

The door to his cell opened, and she walks to the far end of the cell, not dropping him yet.

To his surprise, she gently laid him down on the floor on his stomach. But that kindness was overshadowed when he felt something wrapping around his ankle, a sharp hiss leaving him when something metallic secured itself around his ankle.

Before he could question it, something was dragged over his back.

And it wasn’t gentle.

Ayato gasped at the contact, and that soon turned into shouts and screams as the pain increased as whatever it was running down his back was sharp and painful and-

“Shut up.” The woman hissed.

His voice wasn’t failing him. Instead, he kept screaming, the pain too much to bear. In response, the pain got worse. More screaming. Blood was beginning to coat his back, as he tried to muffle the screaming by burying his face in his arms, the pain felt in his arms was nothing compared to the sheer agony felt in his back.

Everything passed by in a painful blur. The screaming and the pain of his back being cut open, it all became too much for him.

He wanted it to end.

And his wish came true, but it was only after a long period of agony and crying. His blood soaked back was filled with so much pain to the point where it could rival being forced to place his arm over the open fire.

Ayato doesn’t think he could take anymore crying. And yet, he still sobbed from the pain and how torturous it was for him. The pain increased every time he screamed, a vicious cycle that didn’t have an end until she was satisfied with it.

“There, now a piece of me has been carved into you. Forever.” The woman stroked his hair so gently, like she hadn’t done anything terrible to him in the past and now. “Now everyone will know that you belong to me.”

Whatever shape she marked on his back, it’s going to be permanent. There would be no treatment for it, not until it would result in infection.

“Now then…” The woman said, the clicking of heels heard. Ayato tilts his head to the side, exhausted, watching as she approach the open cell door and stepped off to the side.

“It’s finally time for your last punishment, Flower.”

She looked back at him with a sinister grin. One from someone who knew exactly what she was going to do, and she wasn’t going to feel anything from her actions other than malicious joy.

The door to the room opened up. Her right hand entered, carrying two bodies over his shoulders.

When they were tossed into the cell, the light allowed him to identify their faces.

They were his parents.

“W-Wh…No…No…”

“Oh yes. They were feeding you ideas, Flower. I couldn’t allow them to continue tainting you, not when you’re already perfect as is.”

“They- They have to be alive…You’re lying…you’re lying…” Ayato knows he’s trying to deny the truth, but his mind didn’t want him to accept it as if by doing so he would crush his spirit completely.

His spirit was already smothered.

The woman ignored his ramblings. “I hope this will serve as a reminder that you will never, ever leave this place. If you try and pull a stunt like that again, you will face far harsher consequences than that.”

She stopped momentarily, giving him a glare when she turned her head to face him.

“Oh, and Bluebell, know that this is your fault. You forced my hand, and now you will regret it. The next time I punish you, for your sake I hope you can behave once and for all.”

And with that, the door slammed shut with enough might that the sound rang out throughout the whole room.

Ayato continued to stare at his parents’ bodies for however long it took. The pain in his back, legs and arm now forgotten as he kept his eyes on them, hoping by some miracle they would wake up. The chain around his ankle was too short for him to go over to them and check.

They didn’t move.

The reality of everything started to sink in and crush him.

There really was no way out.

This was their only chance, and he failed them.

Was this going to be his life now? Used as nothing but a toy for an insane woman? His parents are dead, his sister and friend are likely dead as well. He’s in a foreign nation full of snow. And he’s too injured to do anything now.

And worst of all, this was his fault.

It was all his fault.

Alone in a room with a branded back, broken legs and his parents’ corpses lying inside with him, he cried. And cried until all his tears were spent.


Notes for the Chapter:
I think I need to go outside and look at the sky and contemplate my life for a moment






7. Dawn and Tidal Waves

Summary for the Chapter:

“It’s okay just to say ‘I’m not okay’”
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“What did you call me in for?” A man sat down on the chair on his side of the table, the boss on the other side with his fingers clasped together as he looked at the other.

“For a special operation.” The boss responds, grabbing a file on his desk and opening it up, handing it over to the other man. “We received intel from an anonymous source on some…disturbing things happening in a remote location. You are to infiltrate their base and eliminate the threats. Have I made myself clear?”

“…clarify on what you mean by disturbing things.” The man had an idea on what those disturbing things were all about, and he didn’t like it whatsoever. He pulled a strand of red hair back when a lock fell in front of his eyes.

“I’ll be frank with you. They’re conducting torture and inhumane experiments on people there, ranging from Snezhnayans to people from all across the world. This needs to be stopped now, and I entrust you to this task.”

The man with red hair began to shake with anger, hands balling up into fists. The deep seated urge to bring justice to those who participated in such terrible practices rose in his chest.

His hands were already stained with blood. Washing blood with blood wasn’t an uncommon thing for him anymore.

“Very well.”

Getting up from his seat, he grabbed the file and walked out the door.

-

This is the place. It was difficult trying to locate where it is exactly, being high up in the mountains. And in a nation like Snezhnaya, the higher an area is, the colder it is, and so locals and tourists would steer clear of the area. The most dangerous place is the safest to hide.

The large coat wrapping around him did well to fend off against the cold, but not a lot. Cryo allogenes were more suited to snowy conditions than Pyro allogenes, funnily enough. And in Snezhnaya, you would need all the resistance against the cold you can get.

The man with red hair sighed, a cloud of cold air coming out in a puff from his mouth as he trudged towards the entrance. The doors looked to be of high quality material, which would make it difficult to bash through. Not that he was planning on it, but if things go south and a potential lockdown feature is present in the base, that option is now unavailable.

He pressed the button on the side of the doors, a loud buzzing sound hissing in his ears. He winced at how the sound rang through his eardrums.

Soon enough, the doors opened up with a soft hiss. Two people in uniforms met him at the entrance, looking at him with confused looks.

“Who are you supposed-”

They never got to finish their sentence as a claymore struck onto their heads, knocking them away with enough force to fracture skulls.

The man walks into the facility, the claymore dragging across the ground, creating a most irritating screeching sound. It didn’t bother him.

The two didn’t have time to recover before they heard the last words they would ever hear.

“It’s time for your retribution.”

Diluc says before the claymore decided their fate.

Anyone else who were in the hallway were eliminated as well.

-

Ayato’s eyes fluttered open as he began to wake up.

A light groan left his throat, his eyes beginning to adjust to the surroundings.

The first thing he registered was the ceiling and the amount of people looking down at him, like a crowd of people looking forward to the birth of a newborn. A confused sound was what he emitted when he noticed this, his mind feeling like it was clouded with cotton.

“You’re finally awake.” That voice was what got his mind to fully wake up.

Ayato’s eyes snapped open like a light. The people looking over him parted to give way to the man who was his main tormentor’s right hand man. Questions swirled in his mind as he wondered why he was here instead of her. He tried to get up and crawl away, only to be greeted by cold metal digging into his wrists.

He was on a table, strapped down like a rowdy patient awaiting surgery.

“You must be wondering why you’re here.” The man says, his voice devoid of any emotion. “While we await for her return, I will tell you as she has instructed me to do.”

It had been a week since his failed escape attempt, or was it two weeks? Three? Four? He can’t tell anymore. The only way for him to tell was how much his back was healing from the branding he received, that kind of injury was actually given medical attention, and the only reason for that is so the wound won’t get infected and he dies as a result. The broken legs and the burn from the fire stayed untreated, as they were not a threat to his wellbeing, at least in the eyes of that woman.

“Your memories of your family will be erased. Permanently.” The man speaks with nonchalance. And that scared him. “You will no longer remember them, who they are and what their names are. You will be relegated to an orphan child who was brought in by your new gardener. That way, you will no longer have any reason to rebel.”

Shudders and shivers began to overtake his body, the reality of what is going to happen to him setting in. A wave of ice traveled up his spine, his heart beginning to beat at an impossibly fast rate as it began to sink into his stomach.

“N-”

“Be qu-”

“NO! NO NO NO NO NO!” The restraints that bind him to the table were impossible to break through. Regular humans can never dream of breaking through metal. Still, his mind filled with thoughts and delusions of getting free, the fate decided for him too cruel and too horrible for him to live through.

He can’t lose the memories of his family. He can’t.

He doesn’t want to forget them. He can’t forget them. The last good memories he has are of them. If he forgets them…

…all he knew is that he can’t let them proceed with this. Even if it’s futile to resist.

Reduced to nothing but a sobbing, screaming mess, he began to thrash and writhe in the bindings, somewhere in his mind hoping that he won’t have to face this cruel fate.

“I said be-”

“I DON’T WANT THIS! LET ME GO! PLEASE LET ME GO!”

“I-”

“I DON’T WANT TO FORGET THEM! PLEASE DON’T DO THIS! PL-”

Something bursted into the chamber, cutting off his shouts and pleas.

Ayato didn’t see what happened, his eyes squeezing shut in an instant. But he can hear everything that went down. Screams, shouts, flesh being cut open, blood splattering against walls and floors.

It was impossible for him to not hear what was going on. All he could do was hope that it would end soon.

-

The carnage that surrounded him was a twisted piece of art.

Bodies were strewn all across the floor, their blood painting the walls and floors of this place a deep, sickening shade of red, almost crimson red. Diluc was used to seeing blood and bodies by now, so it didn’t bother him as much as one might think.

Diluc let his claymore drop to the ground as he turned his attention to the man strapped down on a metal table, his steps giving off the sound of stepping on blood covered floors as he did.

The man on the table had blue hair stopping right around his upper back, messy and greasy. His skin has an unnaturally pale complexion, almost looking greyish. His clothes were torn in various places, allowing brief glimpses of the wounds and bruises littered all across his body. None of them looked fatal, but looks can be deceiving. The most gruesome of all the visible injuries were the mangled legs, twisted and contorted to an unnatural angle. A collar wrapped itself tightly around his throat, almost constricting him.

Diluc wishes he had hit those scummy people harder now.

“You can open your eyes now.” Diluc says as he undid the straps holding him down, freeing him at long last.

He was glad to have found one survivor. The other rooms he searched before he arrived all had empty rooms or dead bodies of previous subjects.

The man with blue hair, slowly opened his eyes, gasping as he looked up at him with…

Was that…fear?

Diluc was used to being feared by now. People would look away if he glanced at them with a not so friendly look, the lower ranking scum from the Fatui would flee the second they catch sight of him. Even without his Vision, he was more than capable of crushing a few bones if the need calls for it.

But being feared like this? When he wasn’t intending to bring harm? That look he was receiving…

…It looked a lot like how Kaeya looked the night he had…

Diluc shook those thoughts out of his head. He has to take action now and get him out of here. He can address the root cause later.

“I’m not going to hurt you.” Diluc’s voice was lacking in properties that would make those words convincing and soothing. He walked away from him to find something to cover him up in. The weather in Snezhnaya is unforgiving. He tore one off from the waste of human beings and came back, placing it on the table. He’ll need to look at his injuries first before they leave.

Diluc carefully peeled the sleeves back, and he witnessed a most grotesque sight. One he vaguely recognizes. Before he resigned from the knights, he has experience in giving his enemies burns, but not in the kind that would cause permanent damage in nerves or motor function. These ones looked far too deep and…painful for them to be mere accidents. The scars that traveled up the man’s wrists to the forearm were almost black, a freakishly shade of red almost dominating the skin. It looked more like charred meat or wood than actual skin.

A growl emanated from his throat, born from the anger that was directed at the people here. A soft whimper was what brought him back from his murderous thoughts, and that same look of fear was plastered on the face of the man. Diluc tried to soften his look to the best of his ability, but when you have a darkened heart, it wasn’t easy.

They can’t exactly be treated right like this, but at the very least, if he still felt pain, then he can protect those burns from the snow.

Diluc heads away again to grab a medical kit, and treated the burnt arms with bandages and a soothing ointment, receiving a few gasps and yelps in the process. He would check the legs to see if they were given the same treatment, but with legs twisted and bent like that, it would be next to impossible to do that without causing further pain.

Once he was done with that, Diluc wraps the coat around him like a blanket. Once they were out, he can give him proper medical care, in a better place than this.

He carefully lifted the man in his arms, trying to not jostle any injuries, particularly the mangled legs. Bridal style was really the only option, even without the broken legs he can’t be certain if they are other wounds that needed to be accounted for. Unfortunately, despite his efforts, he still heard a pained gasp from the man. He mumbled a brief apology to him.

Looking down at him, Diluc can see his violet eyes looking up at him with apprehension, as if anticipating for him to do something else. The caution in his eyes suggesting that he was waiting for him to do something to hurt him.

His darkened heart clenched.

“Any major injuries I should know about?” Diluc asks. Though he can tell that the man isn’t doing so well based on his appearance, that wasn’t accounting for any internal injuries he may have, or wounds he may have under his clothes. And he wasn’t going to invade his privacy any further at the moment.

Violet eyes blinked up at him, before a shake of the head came. “I-I…don’t…think…so…”

Diluc couldn’t find the words that would be capable of assuring him that he was saving him. Perhaps once upon a time, the words would come to him as naturally as breathing. But now, if there were words he can say, they got lost in his mind.

So instead, he’ll let his actions speak for themselves.

A half smile was all he gave before he left the chamber with him in his arms, being careful to not reopen any wounds that may have healed on his body.

The walk down the hallway was mostly uneventful as Diluc did his best to adjust his steps without hurting him any further, and also positioning him in such a way that allowed him to not see any dead bodies that have been littered all across the facility. But as they near the exit, a figure comes into view.

A figure he despises. Someone who is associated with the organization that got his father killed.

“…you.”

Auburn hair and lightless eyes were the first things he noticed, and it ignited a burning hatred in him the moment he saw his face.

-

The Eleven Harbingers never really paid any mind to the things going on in Snezhnaya unless it’s necessary to interfere, and even then they leave those tasks to the lower ranking Fatui soldiers. The main objective of the Harbingers is to serve the Tsaritsa and her commands first and foremost.

The youngest of the eleven never meant to get caught up in the affairs of a facility that conducts horrific experiments rivalling that of Dottore’s, but intel suggests that the targets who fled there had stolen some valuable equipment from the Fatui. Not only that, they were elusive and annoying to catch, to the point where Childe had be deployed to track them down. Being the Harbinger with a lot of experience with this sort of thing, and also because he hasn’t been given any assignments in so long and he was getting bored. A bored Childe never meant anything good.

So he was sent out on this mission. A blizzard had occurred when he headed out, and it was much stronger than a normal blizzard. A whiteout, he concluded. And this one definitely wasn’t letting up soon. So after he completed his mission he would find a place to rest and recover before heading back to the palace.

But by the time he arrived, he found nothing but a massacre.

So here he was. In the facility littered with dead bodies all around, blood coating the walls and every inch of this place as he looks at the two men standing amidst the carnage.

One of them he recognized. The guy who had killed a whole squad of Fatui without mercy. The other, he didn’t. The one with blue hair looked like a foreigner. If he had to take a guess, he would say someone from Inazuma. A trafficking case most likely.

“Get out of the way, Fatui scum.” Diluc growled at him, holding the man with blue hair almost protectively. The fact that he was carrying him bridal style placed him at a disadvantage. Childe can take him, even without his Vision or Delusion.

But that wasn’t what he was focused on. Instead, his eyes were locked on the blue haired man, looking so…broken in Diluc’s arms. It reminded him of many things. None of which are pleasant.

If he didn’t know any better, Childe could’ve been fooled into thinking this was Dottore’s doing.

A strange feeling welled up in Childe. The more he looked at him, the more…things he felt. But the most prominent of all was worry.

Why was he worrying over a total stranger? Was it the wounds? Or was it something else? Either way, he can tell that those kinds of injuries weren’t received because of a fair fight. No, it was the total opposite of that. A completely rigged and dishonourable fight.

A battle hungry maniac he may be, but he believes in the fairness of duels and how both opponents must be on equal footing for it to be considered fair. And this wasn’t fair at all.

“I’m afraid that’s not possible.” Childe responds. “A whiteout is raging on outside, so unless you wanna run around like that, you’d best stay put.”

“Is that a threat?” Diluc wasn’t backing down. He wasn’t scared of him in the slightest. Childe would commend him on that, but there’s bigger fish to fry.

“Take it however you will. Right now, we’re sitting ducks. So might as well take all the time we have to patch this guy up, shall we?”

“I already did.”

“A further examination can’t hurt.”

“And what of you Fatui scum? What do you gain from this?”

Childe paused. He gained nothing from this. He was robbed of a good fight because of Diluc beating him to the punch, and he has no relation to the man he saved. The only reason he has to stay here was the whiteout. Was there a reason why he was concerned over someone he hasn’t met?

Maybe. But he didn’t care enough to find that out right now.

“I don’t. Let’s just help him. There’s nothing left for us to do.”

Diluc scoffed, but he turned on his heel and walked away from him.

“And not in a room full of dead bodies.” Childe advised, wondering if it fell on deaf ears as he chased after them.

This was going to be a long night.


Notes for the Chapter:
This chapter is on the shorter side of things but the next one will be a lot longer to make up for it.
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A well known fact about Diluc nowadays is this: He hates the Fatui with every fibre of his being.

If Diluc could summon a meteor to come down from the sky and crush him this instant, he would have done so in a heartbeat. Except, in this circumstance, he couldn’t let that happen to him now. Should that be the case, then there would be no one to defend the survivor he found from the scum of the earth himself. The mere thought of even talking to a Fatuus made his stomach clench and swirl. But here, he has no choice but to work with Childe if he wants to ensure the survivor’s safety. The harbinger may have went away to clean up the corpses and find medical supplies around the facility, but that didn’t mean he trusted him.

He hates every second of it.

The whiteout can’t end a second sooner, can it? This ‘truce’ if it could even be called that was souring his mood the more he thought about it and the absurdity of it all.

Diluc grumbled under his breath as he entered a room that is devoid of any dead bodies. It was actually a nice room all things considered. There were two soft looking sofas, a carpet laid out on the floor, a glass round table in the middle and a fireplace at the back of the room. It looks to be a break room of sorts for the researchers.

A scoff leaves him at the thought of those wastes of life getting to enjoy this room.

Diluc goes over to one of the sofas and gently lowered the man down on it, being as careful as he could as if he was handling a fragile egg than a human being. Try as he might, a pained gasp was heard once again.

Diluc got to work to making sure those broken legs won’t cause too much pain after setting him down.

Originally, he wanted to get the people back at the base to reset the bones, but because of the whiteout, there wasn’t much to do other than doing it himself. He did not trust Childe to do this. And while he doesn’t have much experience in the medical field, he did reset some bones back when he was with the knights, and even while he was traveling.

“I’m going to reset the bones.” Diluc says, getting down on one knee to the other man’s eye level. “I can’t let your legs heal like that.” He doesn’t know how long it’s been since the bones were broken, but if they healed the wrong way then it can spell disaster for the other even if he does recover.

The other’s eyes widened at the statement for a bit, but he nods regardless. Some fear was present in his expression, at the pain that would be coming from this. Diluc pulls off a glove and dangles it in front of him.

“You can bite down on this. It won’t take long.”

Another nod comes, more hesitant than the last. The glove was stuffed into his mouth, then Diluc turned his head back to the mangled legs, his hands resting on the right one gently.

“Just hold on.”

The other man sucks in a sharp breath, and Diluc takes that as a sign to begin. He grabbed the right leg, and bent it back to its correct position. In the process, he heard a muffled scream. He cringed and winced; it never got easier to hear those kinds of screams. Regardless, he continued on until the process was finished in the intended way. After he was done with the right leg, Diluc turns back to the man with blue hair, watching as he wheezed and cried from the sudden pain. Despite having the glove, his own hands had covered his mouth, trying to keep himself as quiet as possible. A few tears broke free from his closed eyes.

“Sorry.” Diluc mutters, giving him some time to recover from the resetting, grabbing the hands covering the other man’s mouth and prying them away so he can take the glove out. He gasped and let out choked sobs. His mind went back to the screams he heard when he first arrived in the facility, and while they weren’t identical, they were similar enough that it made his heart sink and his blood boil simultaneously.

He was glad the boss assigned him this mission. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust anyone else with this, but some of them didn’t have the heart to deliver justice to those scums of the earth and would simply turn them over to the authorities. Authorities who had no idea this was happening in the first place, authorities who would likely turn a blind eye to all of this if it didn’t affect them specifically.

They all deserved to die, his mind said. And his heart agreed.

Once the whimpers and sobs died down, Diluc grabbed the glove again and placed it in front of the other man’s face once again. “I’ll try to be quick. I promise.”

A shaky sigh was heard, and a nod comes. The glove goes back in and Diluc begins the process once again, trying to be quick and thorough with it as he tried to shut out the muffled screams and gasps. The man didn’t deserve to feel more pain, but it was necessary.

Finally, once the left leg was repositioned, Diluc grabs a pillow and elevated the legs on top of the cushion so they won’t be damaged any further. Physical therapy will be a pain to get through, but at least he won’t have to deal with mangled legs again. He gets the glove out and placed it on the glass table; he can wash it later.

Once he’s done with that, and the cries died down to indicate that the pain isn’t too intense anymore, Diluc’s attention goes back to the collar secured around the other’s neck. It looked painful, too tight. He can see some of the skin reddening and scarring underneath the cold metal. He reached down to feel around the collar, finding no keyhole or anything that can be used to take it off normally. There should be something here that can disable it, but again, he doesn’t want to leave him alone for the time being because again, Childe.

Diluc looked around the room once again, and saw a cup full of water on the glass table he didn’t notice the first time. He wasn’t sure how long it’s been since it sat here, but it couldn’t have been more than a few hours with how many researchers were in the facility. He grabbed it and helped the other man to drink it slowly with pauses in between as to prevent him from becoming too sick; he doesn’t know how long it’s been since he last drank water, so it was a necessary precaution, even if the violet eyes were pleading for more water.

What else have those people done to him? How much damage did they cause?

How long has this been going on for? How long did he have to suffer?

Diluc wouldn’t be surprised if they Fatui let this happen, let it slip under their radar. They were always scumbags, nothing more than-

Violet eyes looked at his set, cutting his train of thought short. A curious and worried expression on his face overriding the pain he must be feeling at the moment. His mouth opened.

“W-Wh…who are…you?”

His voice was dry and raspy, almost as if he hadn’t had any water for years, even though he only had some water just now. The screams he heard prior to the massacre he made came to mind, how scratchy yet so pained and panicked they sounded. He couldn’t make out all the words, but he heard enough to draw the conclusion that the immoral wardens of this place wanted to hurt him in some way.

He can ask him about that later.

Childe already recognizes him, so it was only a matter of time before his name was revealed. So might as well beat that scum to the punch.

“Diluc.” The red haired man says, still standing over him as he placed the cup back on the table. None of the existing injuries looked like they need immediate medical attention again, so there shouldn’t be much concern for them at the moment. Besides, he can’t risk letting Childe have a chance to be alone with him. That man is clearly here to cause harm. No member of the Fatui can be trusted.

He sits down on the carpet, making sure he won’t bump into the glass table as he found a comfortable position to be in. Once that was done, he gave a question of his own.

“What about you? What’s your name?”

The man’s eyes lit up for a moment, and he opened his mouth to respond, but not words came out.

Ten seconds passed, and he said nothing.

Fifteen seconds passed. Nothing.

Thirty seconds passed. He closed his mouth, his eyes averted from his gaze guiltily. Then his face scrunched up in frustration as he tried to speak again. But no words came out.

“I…I…name…I…” He muttered to himself, almost frantic and panicked. His eyes widened, abject horror dominating his facial expression. “W-Why…?”

“What’s wrong?” Diluc asks, becoming more alarmed with every second that passed. What was going on? Why can’t he say his name?

Several scenarios played in his head on how this could be. Maybe he just forgot he had a name, or didn’t have a name to begin with. But those were only the best case scenarios. The other explanations his mind came up with were more horrendous than the first two. But it was clear that there was some kind of mental block preventing him from saying his name.

“I-I…no I’m not- wh-why why can’t I say it?” The man was beginning to hyperventilate, broken sobs and cries wracking his body. “M-My name- my name- why- why can’t I say it?”

It was clear he was going into a panic at this point. Diluc had to intervene or things will get messy. He tried to recall his younger years, a time where nothing went wrong and everything was perfect in the family that is now broken.

He remembered a time when Fa- Crepus had found Kaeya in the midst of some sort of anxiety attack. Diluc would’ve went over to try and help, but Crepus told him to stay back for the time being. He watched as Crepus helped him calm down from the attack, loving and understanding. Two traits Diluc lost from the aftermath of his death.

“Hey, can you hear me?” Diluc asked, doing his best to soften his gaze enough so that the other will register it as friendly. Unfortunately, friendly resting face is no longer an expression he can put on without difficulty. Still, he tried, if only for the sake of the other man.

His eyes found Diluc’s, tears beginning to form in purple irises. Confusion and alarm were muddled into an unkempt mess on his face, and Diluc can feel whatever remains of his heart beginning to chip away at the sight. The burning flame that wanted to go out and ensure those scums are dead couldn’t compete with the ice flooding through his body.

“You don’t have to tell me your name.”

“But-”

Diluc holds up a hand, stopping him from speaking any further. “How about this? Do you know where you’re from?”

This time, there was little pause in his answer. “Inazuma.”

“Alright then.” Diluc nods. “How about I try guessing your name? If I get it right, just nod. If I don’t, then shake your head.”

The man looks away for a moment to contemplate on this idea, before nodding.

Diluc wasn’t going to go down the whole list of male Inazuman names, that would take far too long. Instead, he’ll try to narrow down the search.

“Does your name start with an ‘A’?”

The other man appeared to have gotten into another stalemate with himself for a while. His lip trembled, curling up into a frown. But ultimately, he nods.

Diluc mentally sighs in relief at the fact he doesn’t have to do this for every other letter in the alphabet. His mind tried to recall every Inazuman name he has heard of that starts with an ‘A’ and is a name that can be given to a boy. He didn’t stay in Inazuma for too long, so his knowledge was quite limited.

“Hmm…is it Aoki?”

He shakes his head.

“Asahi?” A shake of the head. “Araki?” A shake of the head. “Arata?” A shake of the head.

The ‘game’ went on for a while, and by that he means it only went on for three more names until he arrived at the last one he can think of. One he briefly heard from his time in Inazuma, but from the sounds of things, it sounded like it belonged to someone important once.

“Ayato?”

The violet eyes widened for a moment. Then, a few seconds later, they filled with tears. But they didn’t seem to ones born from sadness or fear. The smile that came - a smile that still seems broken but genuine in a way - confirmed that they were ones of relief. Not joy, but it was a start.

Diluc still wants to hear verbal confirmation though, so he asks, “That is your-”

“Yes, yes…! That is my name!” The man - Ayato - began to smile even wider. Like it was the first time someone had addressed him by his name. His real name. From the brief moments where Ayato was struggling to even say his own name, Diluc had a suspicion that these people had…given him some other name. Something that didn’t fit him. Something that wasn’t meant for him.

He’ll think about it later. Right now, he has to stay focused.

Ayato was laughing. Not the joyous kind of laughter, this kind was more broken and solemn, like someone who had finally hit the brink of insanity, their mind fractured beyond their limits.

Diluc lets the bout of laughter pass, unsure of what to do or say with this sort of thing. The question of ‘what happened to him’ came back as he wondered what sort of twisted and sick things those people did to him that caused him to react like this to someone calling him by his real name. That being called his actual name would result in this.

After a while, the laughter came to a stop. Diluc takes this as an opportunity to speak again.

“Ahem…” Diluc begins awkwardly. “…well, now that we’re…acquainted with one another-”

“Can I ask you something?” Ayato cuts him off, and he immediately regrets it as evidenced by the look of horror and fear that crossed his face after the words left his mouth. “Wait, no I shouldn’t I-”

“You can.” Diluc responds as gently as he could, hoping to alleviate some of the tension. He wasn’t the bestie appearing harmless unfortunately. Blame the Fatui for that.

“…what…do you want to do with me?”

“I…want to help you.”

Diluc wasn’t one to care about others, not anymore at least. His heart had been marred by bitterness and retribution, far too much for it to be considered pure anymore. The innocent and carefree days he once had as a child were far behind him now, and he can never imagine himself as that innocent child again with how he is now.

But here, he was starting to care a bit. About Ayato. Most of it was due to the circumstances and the implied damage done to him, but his heart ached with each new bit of information he learned from body language alone. His instincts were telling him to carry him out of this facility and to never look back, and to give him a home.

Maybe some parts of his previous self were rooted deeper than he initially thought.

Before a response can be made, the door behind him opened, and Diluc knows who it is.

-

Childe knows he’s not welcomed by Diluc. And he isn’t exactly fond of the redhead either, as previous incidents have suggested, but at this moment in time, he can tolerate him for a little bit.

The medical kit in his hands felt odd to carry. Usually others are the ones to patch him up from stupid accidents or bloody brawls he gets himself in. There were times when he had to patch himself up when he’s on missions or his time in the abyss, but doing it for someone else? It was foreign to him.

To be clear, it’s someone else other than his siblings. There were moments in time when he had to be the older brother tending to his younger siblings’ wounds, no matter how small they were, they were much rarer these days as most of them had grown up and were more than capable of taking care of themselves, other than Teucer. So to tend to someone else who isn’t affiliated with him whatsoever was strange.

Childe makes himself mostly at home in the room even if he is receiving death glares by Diluc everywhere he goes. It was a nice room. A little too nice for people like them. The papers and files he found proved that they didn’t deserve anything other than a brutal death, and Diluc gave them that.

“So, do you need-”

“I already gave him treatment.” Diluc spat, refusing to move from his spot as he looked at Childe with very, very sharp eyes, like a dragon guarding its treasure.

“We can never be too sure. And need I remind you that we can’t exactly go anywhere right now?” Childe sends a disapproving gaze Diluc’s way, one he rarely uses unless he comes face-to-face with a subordinate who did a miraculously terrible job at something. “Come on, let me have a look at him.”

“No.” Diluc was being incredibly stubborn. Something he would’ve admired and respected if the circumstances weren’t so horrible.

“I’ve been on the battlefield for nearly my whole life. I can tell which injuries are more severe than others.” Childe argues. “If you’re worried about me doing something, then you can watch me. I promise I’ll be gentle.”

Diluc scoffs, and probably would’ve barked back with another argument if it weren’t for a third voice intervening.

“I-I…you can…look.”

The two shifted their gazes over to the third man in the room, looking small. He tensed up at the looks on their faces, but he steeled his resolve to continue speaking.

“At my…wounds, I mean. I don’t…know how old they are but…I…” He exhales sharply. “…would like that.” Those last three words were spoken softly, as if they were not meant to be heard. Like his wants are not of importance.

“Of course.” Childe nods, beginning to go over to the man’s side when he’s stopped by Diluc giving him yet another death glare. He wonders if he’ll grow wrinkles from the amount of glaring the redhead is doing tonight.

“I’ll do it.” Diluc stretches a hand out, silently demanding for the medical kit. A hidden threat was left unspoken between them, but they both understood it very well. Childe wasn’t one to bow down to threats however, empty or not.

“Like I said, you can watch me do it. I won’t do anything other than check and help any injuries I come across.” Childe tightens his grip on the medical kit for emphasis. Reacting to his emotions, his Vision was starting radiate some Hydro energy and the humidity grew a little stronger, not enough to be noticeable to the others but to him it was clear. “We can do this all night, and I don’t think any of us would like that.”

Diluc’s gaze went to the third man resting on the sofa, his eyes softening as much as they could as they silently ask for his input. Violet eyes blinked a few times, a look of confusion crossing his pale, almost greyish face. Then they widened a little, and his lips curled up into a smile.

“He can look.”

There was tension in his voice, like he himself isn’t sure about this. Childe knows he isn’t the most trustworthy person out there. A Fatui Harbinger like him is bound to have done some less than moral things, and he is known to be ruthless when the time calls for it. But he would never stoop as low as to use underhanded tactics to get what he wants. Unlike some people.

Diluc’s eyes widened in disbelief and he was about to say something, but something must’ve crossed his mind, because his mouth closed and he lets out a long, exasperated sigh. Then, he turned to give a warning glare at Childe.

“Try anything, and I’ll kill you.”

Childe just gives an affirmative nod in response as Diluc and him switched places, though Diluc simply moved to the back of the sofa instead. Once they did that, the harbinger placed the medical kit down and opened it up before turning back to look at the blue haired man.

“So, buddy. What’s your name?”

Purple eyes widened slightly at the question, and those eyes darted up to Diluc’s, as if asking for permission for this simple task, or was it reassurance? Either way, Diluc nods, a hint of a smile on his face.

Then those eyes turned back to him. “I’m…I’m…” He squeezes his eyes shut, then opens them again as he looks at him straight in his lightless eyes. “I’m Ayato.”

Childe decides to not acknowledge this for now as he grins. “Nice to meet you, Ayato. Call me Childe.”

Ayato made a confused face. “Childe?”

“Yes, Childe.” The harbinger knew it was only a matter of time before Diluc would most definitely reveal his status as the Eleventh of the Fatui Harbingers, so he didn’t bother with his fake occupation. He was used to having that reaction to his sort of codename at this point anyway.

“Now then, where do you want me to look first?”

Playing as doctor was something Childe would never get used to. And not the kind Dottore is, but an actual doctor who actually helps people feel better. If Diluc hadn’t already slaughtered all those people, he would be doing that instead. A shame really; they could’ve made for good punching bags.

Ayato frowned, appearing to be deep in thought about the question. That set off some alarm bells, because if he had to think about which injury should be the first one to be looked at, then it didn’t spell any good things right off the bat.

Those files and papers came to mind again. But before he can dwell more on them, Ayato spoke.

“Can you check…my back?”

Childe nods, a sinking feeling present in his chest. Call it a gut feeling, but he felt like he wouldn’t like the sight, even if he is someone who lives for a good fight and has seen a myriad of injuries in his life.

The coat was taken off, and with some (reluctant but also quick) assistance from Diluc, the back was exposed to him now without causing too much pain to the reset legs. Childe had Diluc prepare some splints using some supplies in the medical kit while he tends to the back. The redhead was less than pleased to be ordered around by a harbinger, but for Ayato’s sake he obliged.

And by the Tsaritsa’s benevolence, it was a sight to behold in the worst way possible.

The yellowed bandages that covered Ayato’s back did nothing to cover the torn areas of his clothes. Whatever was used, the person who did this was sadistic enough to cut through clothes just to leave a mark. He lifted up the clothes hiding the injury, and tenderly removed the bandages to reveal what was behind it.

It was sickening to see.

Childe managed to piece together a strange symbol being shown to him, in the form of jagged, inflamed and deep cuts adorning his back alongside several bruises in various stages of healing, the bare minimum of cleaning and tending to the cuts were clear based on the dried blood around various areas of the back indicating that they had reopened several times and no one bothered to clean them up again.

The symbol resembled one he occasionally saw in the abyss, something otherworldly and wrong and sinister looking. It looks similar to the language Abyss Mages use, but it was a simple character form the language. Childe only learned a bit of the language from Skirk, but he recognizes what the character is saying.

Property.

A branding mark meant to suggest ownership. One of the cruelest ways humans punished one another. Childe had seen his fair share of cruelties, but this was something he didn’t wish to see on anyone. It disgusted him to his core, to the point that it made him want to empty his dinner.

“What the HELL is this?!”

Childe looked over at Diluc, who was beside him now and had just finished with the splints, missing the way Ayato jumped slightly at the volume of his voice. Diluc’s eyes radiated with malice and unbridled rage at the sight, his hands clenched into fists as his figure trembled with a burning hatred. There was also some disgust in his eyes, but with how he’s been acting so far it wasn’t intended for Ayato at all.

“It’s…a branding mark.” Childe confirms, pushing past the bile rising up in his throat to grab a cloth and dousing it with rubbing alcohol, being gentle as he could as he cleaned the cuts. Ayato hissed at the rubbing alcohol making contact with the cuts, but otherwise didn’t say anything.

Diluc began going off muttering several curses and profanity as he tried to keep his rage in check. He was likely seeing red at this point. If there was one thing Childe had learned by now, it’s that Diluc had a strong sense of justice no matter how hard he tries to hide it behind a mask.

“Scum…wastes…fu-”

“Language.” Childe chided, his mind automatically going into ‘big brother mode’ when he heard the beginning of a certain not very heavenly word. Ayato is clearly an adult and has probably heard the word a few times, but it still slipped out for some reason. He focused more on properly cleaning the cuts, even if they have a healed a bit. They haven’t been treated well and need more urgent care.

“Shut up, Fatui scum.” Diluc grumbles, but didn’t do anything beyond barking back at him. Any bite would only result in more trouble for the three of them.

On the topic of the branding mark, it looks like it was relatively recent, but even with extensive medical care the scars will never fade away, engraved far too deep into the skin for that. A permanent reminder of cruelty. Whoever did this clearly wanted to show dominance and to inflict as much pain as possible, and Childe hated it. This particular brand of violence is something he despises, because it’s a show of ownership and not a proper showcase of skill. Cruelty for the sake of cruelty.

Childe pushed those thoughts aside for now.

The cuts were soon cleaned as thoroughly as possible and new bandages were wrapped around Ayato’s back. The splints were then used to immobilize the broken legs to prevent further damage. In spite of their differences, Childe and Diluc made a surprisingly good team in the ways of first aid.

But all of this is just that. First aid. Ayato would still need proper medical attention when the whiteout ends. Which would mean someone would have to take him away from here. And considering their relationship, there was no way it could end peacefully.

At some point during the process, Ayato had somehow fallen asleep, but neither of them knew until Diluc caught sight of his closed eyes and the peaceful expression on his face when he went to the back of the sofa to check on him. It was a miracle he was able to find a reason to rest, but Childe chalked it up to exhaustion from everything he’s been through.

And without someone to properly mediate and placate the two…

“I’m taking him when this is over.” Diluc declares, his voice lowering to a whisper. But that just made his tone sound all the more threatening like this. His eyes narrowed into a glare, his arms crossed.

“And what makes you think you can do that?” Childe questions, standing up to eye level with Diluc.

“I found him first.” Diluc responds. “And I’m not letting you Fatui scum ruin anymore lives.”

Childe blinks, then scoffs. “You really still think very little of us? I willingly sat here and gave medical attention to Ayato when he needed it. That doesn’t scream ‘ruining lives’ to me.”

“I know how you all are.” Diluc goes around the sofa and up into Childe’s face, hatred and distrust radiating off of him like the sun. “I saw it myself. You would trick and lure people into a false sense of security before turning on them. There’s no need for further explanation.”

“Now that’s just pushing it.” The harbinger glared back. “I know you have good intentions but if we consider your behaviour for a bit, then maybe it’s best if he goes with me.”

“I’ll fucking kill you before that.” Diluc snaps, grabbing his collar in such an aggressive way that it would frighten someone. That someone wasn’t Childe.

“Oh, and you’ll let Ayato see another dead body like all the ones in the hallway?”

“Shut up, and I made sure he couldn’t see them.”

“Then how are you going to hide my body?”

“That’s simple you braindead scummy Fatui I swear-”

Neither of them actually did anything to the other, not with Ayato in the room that is. They didn’t want to risk waking him up to violence and bloodshed. He likely saw enough of that to last a lifetime anyways. He doesn’t need another one added.

All they did was throw insults at one another with hushed tones that made it look like they were having the world’s weirdest looking argument in the world. Good thing no one’s here to properly document the moment.

Eventually, it comes to a halt, and Diluc lets go of Childe’s collar when he decided that it wasn’t worth doing it anymore. Though he still glared at him.

“You’re lucky I can’t murder you right now.”

“You can’t. Even if you could, that wouldn’t happen either way.”

And then it started again.

-

Ayato felt his sleep be interrupted by the sound of arguing, even if they were trying to be quiet. He lets out a soft groan as he tried to go back to sleep, not wanting to engage with the people arguing at the moment. If they wanted to fight, then they could do it outside.

The groan was enough to get their attention, however, and his plans were ruined. The arguing came to a halt, and a voice reached his ears.

“Oh, you’re awake already?”

Ayato vaguely recognizes the voice, but it didn’t fill him with fear or horror or anything like that. It was gentle and soft, so unlike her. No hidden threats or sadism was present in the voice. It was…nice, even.

Then a second voice came in. “Move out of the way, Fatui scum.”

This one was colder and had more of an edge to it than the previous voice. But there wasn’t anything threatening about it despite that. There’s some sort of righteousness to it that still makes it nice to hear, like it wasn’t promising violence against him, but rather violence against those who hurt him.

His mind drifted back to the slaughter. While he hadn’t seen the whole ordeal, he still saw enough that the images had engraved themselves into his mind. While he can’t say he’ll miss any of them, he would prefer not to see such a massacre happen again, even if he had closed his eyes during it.

He was carefully flipped over to his other side so that he can see the faces of the two men, even if it did cause some discomfort in the process. Childe had a smile while Diluc wore a knowing look, both of them acting like the argument didn’t happen.

If he was honest with the two men, Ayato would’ve said that he was merely being cautious around them, and that he didn’t trust either of them completely. At least not yet.

The gestures they did for him were nice, he had to admit. Diluc helped him to remember his real name and Childe made sure his back was mostly well again. But what if it’s all a trick? What if they’re just being nice to gain his trust, and then turn against him once he gets too comfortable? He knows that woman and her tricks by now; this is something she would do.

And what if the people in the chamber aren’t dead, and are merely pretending to be deceased? It’s an irrational thought, but his mind was struggling to comprehend the thought of safety after being deprived of it for so long. What did safety even look like anymore? It’s been too long since he saw it or witnessed it in its purest form. The last time he felt even remotely safe was when he was with his parents, and they’re dead because he decided to be stupid.

Logically speaking, Ayato would have no way of knowing what would happen when he failed in escaping, nor would he have fully known that the facility was located in Snezhnaya. But his earlier suspicions when he first awoke in that room should’ve been enough for him to deduce that even without concrete proof. He should’ve known. He should’ve never tried to escape in the first place, he never should’ve had those thoughts in the first place.

In the end, he’s still responsible for the murder of his parents. They’re gone because of him, and they never got to rest in a peaceful way.

He deserved to have his arm charred and sizzled by the fire. He deserved to have his legs broken. He deserved to get his back branded. He-

“You okay?” Childe’s voice cut through his runaway thoughts, bringing him back to reality. Ayato looked at his lightless eyes, finding some concern in them. Even if he is being called scum by Diluc, he is being really kind to him right now.

The Fatui comment came to mind, the previous ones having left his mind as he was drifting off. He has heard of the Fatui before, and he barely heard any good things about it even before that day in the forest. None of those bad things were applying to Childe at the moment. He seems nice, kind even. Then why was Diluc so distrusting of him? Why did Diluc hate Childe in spite of this?

“Mhm.” Ayato hums, deciding to break the ice on the earlier argument. “What were you two talking about?”

Diluc and Childe glanced at each other for a brief moment, both of them narrowing their eyes at one another. Then they looked back at him, with Diluc speaking this time.

“We’re talking about what would happen after this…collaboration ends.”

“To clarify…” Childe chimes in. “…when the whiteout ends, that would be the end of our truce. And that would mean that one of us has to take you away from here. And well, neither of us could really decide on what to do so…”

“…how about we let you decide?”

They turned their heads over to Ayato, who is now in a position of power in a way. The choice was in his hands on who will bring him out of this forsaken facility.

The shock came and faded as quickly as it arrived.

Does it really matter who he picks? Both of them seem like good people. They helped him resist the conditioning placed on him. They helped to properly dress his wounds. They helped him even though they have no connections to him. Now that he thought about it, if this were a trick, then they wouldn’t go so far as to do this for him. All they would do is the bare minimum of gaining his trust before revealing their true intentions if that were the case.

As much as he would like to compromise and pick the both of them, it wouldn’t work. Despite being good people, they clearly hated each other and likely have different living situations. Whichever one he picks, he’ll have to adjust to a new environment. But that’s alright with him.

Any place that isn’t this Archon forsaken facility is good enough for him.

But still, he has to choose. He just hopes it won’t be one he regrets.


Notes for the Chapter:
This just in: two parents getting a divorce fighting over who gets custody of their traumatized kid (This is a just a joke okay)

All jokes aside,

We’re at the crossroads for a little something I’ve been planning since beginning this rewrite. So I’ve opened up a poll for you guys to decide who gets to be the one to take care of one traumatized princeling. This won’t impact much of the overall story but it will decide who gets to be featured in a future collection of stories I’m planning on. Don’t worry too much on who is the correct choice. There is no right choice, but I will give a set of questions for you guys to ponder over:

1. Which nation would be most comfortable? (for context: remaining in Snezhnaya or going to Mondstadt)

2. Which environment would be better? (which of the two’s, Diluc and Childe, lifestyles and ideals would be good for Ayato)

3. How do you expect for things to play out if one or the other is picked? (How do you imagine Ayato’s life with either Diluc or Childe, all the way from pre-canon to the main story)

4. A question for fun and has no real impact on the story, do you think Ayato will get a different element for his Vision should he choose one or the other?

Once again, there is no correct choice. The purpose of this chapter is to show that, in their own ways, Childe and Diluc are able to help Ayato, but only one of them can actually do it long term (for obvious reasons). So take your time to decide, the poll will close when I finish the next chapter so stay tuned :)

P.S: I wanted to have Childe have a bit more time to show some compassion but Diluc being Diluc made it not happen so yeah

Oh and also don’t try to reset broken bones without extensive medical knowledge and experience, not only it would hurt like hell but also can lead to further complications

https://www.tumblr.com/angstydays/737033263529492480/poll-thing?source=share






9. Long Overdue

Summary for the Chapter:

“People don’t change people, time does”


 

Blanket| Found Family | “You will regret touching them”


Notes for the Chapter:Merry Christmas to everyone who celebrates it! This is my gift to all of you who decided to read the story and like my works ^^ Thank you all for reading and hope you have a great Christmas!





“Lady Kamisato, the enemies have been eliminated. Your safety is now secured.”

“Thank you, Amane.” Ayaka turned around to face the Shuumatsuban ninja with soft and caring eyes, her voice more sophisticated and icier than one might remember. “You’re dismissed.”

The ninja slips away as swift as the wind, leaving almost no trace of her earlier presence. Ayaka sighs, now alone with her own thoughts. The mask slipped a little, but she still kept it on slightly, in the event someone comes by and finds her.

As Ayaka stood in the forest, her thoughts drifted to the many years that have passed since the day she received her Vision, and the day when her innocence was lost.

Guuji Yae helped to get to the bottom of the assassination attempt, and found out that a clan that had fallen from grace a few years ago were the culprits behind the attack, hoping that with Ayaka out of the picture they can reclaim their former glory by becoming the new clan at the helm of the Yashiro Commission.

The effects of her murder only came a few days after. At the time, Ayaka became disgusted with herself, her mind fracturing the more she thought about what she had done. She never thought she would ever have blood on her hands, even if no blood was shed when she had killed the Kairagi. She had spiralled so much that everyone noticed, but no one knew what was wrong. Not even Thoma knew what was wrong with her. And that was for the best; he wouldn’t want to work with her anymore if he knew what she had done.

The slash across her face formed into a faint scar, a reminder of what she had done and what was done to her. Everyone in the commission soon learned to not question it anymore as she spun a lie to get them to halt their questioning that an accident happened during her training; a lie that was only told to make sure Guuji Yae can conduct her investigation without much issue.

It was only thanks to Guuji Yae that she got her bearings. She couldn’t make her feel better completely, because murder is murder no matter what the circumstances were, but her conscience was soothed enough for her to refocus on her training.


“He struck first.” Guuji Yae’s voice whispered comfortingly. It might’ve been sweet to see, if the circumstances leading to that moment weren’t so solemn. Ayaka found no comfort with her words. “I know it’ll take time for it to sink in. But please, don’t put all the blame on yourself for self-defense.”


And she was right. As the years went by, Ayaka found her mind becoming more and more numb to the things she had to do to survive. In spite of the first incident, other people still had the nerve to go after her, naively believing that someone as young as her can’t pose a threat even with a Vision.

They were proven wrong in the most violent way possible.

Her blade had been stained with so much blood. No matter how many times it was cleaned, she will always remember the lives it took in the name of self protection and her goal. The ghosts of her past will haunt her for years to come, the sins she committed crawling on her back whenever she looked back on the years or went to sleep.

What would her family think of her now, should they be alive? Did her father also had to resort to extreme measures to maintain his position? Would her family look at her with disgust and disdain if they found out everything she did?

Ayaka dreaded to think of their reactions. Still, she will take having them alive and hating her than never knowing about their fates. And it’s been years since their disappearance. No confirmation was made on their status, no evidence to prove anything, only speculation decide what happened to them, and none of the options were appealing in the slightest.

There were days where she wondered if this was worth it. Sometimes she thought about giving up. The stakes were high, far too high for anyone like her to overcome. Her family was nowhere to be found, the servants were slowly resigning one by one, the other clans were either looking down on her or were planning on taking her head for their goals, and she was barely even qualified for the position. Why even dream about achieving this impossible goal? There was nothing left her for to lose.

But every time she thought about it, she would be reminded of her clan’s struggles and her father’s efforts. Why let his struggles go to waste? Why let the Kamisato Clan fade into obscurity when it still has a chance to prove itself?

Those thoughts always brought her back to her goal. It made the agonizing years worth it.

When her training had concluded, she was tested by the Tri-Commission on various tasks to see if she can handle the weight of the responsibility. The whole time, she could tell that the elder Kujous and Hiiragis were expecting her to fail, anticipating it with bored expressions on their faces. Those expressions changed into pure shock when she completed all the tasks with flying colors.

Even the Almighty Shogun was impressed, according to Guuji Yae. To quote what she said,

“An unbreakable will to maintain the eternity of the Kamisato Clan, an impressive feat indeed.”

Ayaka had never felt so liberated and relieved in her life. Her family name will live on.

Afterwards, things got a bit easier. Without a deadline hanging over her, Ayaka was free to run the Yashiro Commission as she sees fit. The paperwork and the work she has to do doubled in size, but she would take that over what she endured for the position. Her ways for survival had paid off after all, and the only cost was her innocence and her childhood.

It was almost terrifying how different she is now compared to who she was.

But she would shed her previous self over and over again if it meant maintaining the Kamisato Clan’s position. Her childhood temari had been stored away for a reason.

Thoma has been an invaluable asset during these long years. He’s there for her when she needs support. He’s there for her when she’s struggling. He’s there for her when the servants were starting to withdraw their support. Never once did he waver or changed his mind; he remains loyal to her.

Ayaka will never forget his endless patience or his undying loyalty. She doesn’t think she would’ve been able to persevere without him. Even with Guuji Yae’s teachings, she wouldn’t be where she is today if Thoma wasn’t by her side the whole time, always reassuring her and guiding her in the right direction.

If he knew about the things she did, would he still be loyal to her? Even if it were for the sake of survival and he’s genuine in his absolute loyalty to her, would he still be willing to work with her after everything she had done?

Ayaka knows that logically, those fears are unfounded. Thoma has proven time and time again that he’ll never stray from her side no matter what, and there were times when she witnessed him being willing to ‘teach others a lesson’ on her behalf. Still, a part of her wonders if things would change if her actions were to be revealed. Would he still hold her blood stained hands, or would he refrain so he won’t have to be tainted?

“My lady? Why do you linger here still?”

Her chief retainer snapped her out of her thoughts and memories. Looking up, Ayaka can see slight worry in his eyes as he took a spot beside her, the warmth of his Vision and the cold aura of hers making their surroundings be at a more moderate temperature.

“My apologies, Thoma.” Ayaka responds, smiling reassuringly at him. “I was caught up in my thoughts. I didn’t mean to cause you worry.”

“It’s quite alright, my lady.” Thoma gives his own smile to match hers. “Let’s head back to the estate, shall we?”

“Yes. Let’s.”

They walked through the forest side by side back to the Kamisato Estate. Chinju Forest still brought back some unpleasant memories for the both of them, but walking through the forest on the daily has decreased their associated with the bad memories. No matter how many times they walk the same path however, it can never erase the sight of red from their minds.

That day will haunt them for as long as they live.

When they arrived back at the estate, a servant was waiting at the entrance, looking extremely nervous. The guards at either side of the gate looked equally anxious as well.

“M-My lady!” The servant stood there anxiously, as if he was expecting her to snap at him. “I…we didn’t expect you would come back early!” He was clearly sweating bullets. Something must’ve happened at the estate while she was gone to warrant this reaction.

“There is no need to lie.” Ayaka keeps her voice steady and her expression as neutral as possible. Her fan helped to cover her expression. “Tell me what happened.”

“W-W-Well…you see…” The servant swallowed nervously. “…when Mister Thoma went to get you, we had a mysterious group of people stroll up to the gates and- and in their hands were…were…”

Ayaka gives him a softer look, a silent nudge for him to tell the truth. He sighs, his face paling.

“…were Sir and Madam Kamisato.”

Ayaka felt her heart drop, and ice traveled through her entire body. And this feeling wasn’t comforting like her Vision’s aura. Her mind was scrambled as she tried to piece together a coherent thought.

Those were how the servants addressed her parents.

Her parents were back.

Overwhelming emotions began to wash over her as she tried to convince herself that this was reality. But her mind kept insisting that this must be some kind of sick and sadistic prank. That this can’t be real.

“…what…were their statuses?” Ayaka asked, her voice was trembling and her body was quivering. Beside her, she can hear Thoma mutter several words to himself in disbelief.

“I…” The servant looked away from her. “…I think it’s best if you see for yourself.”

Ayaka and Thoma looked at each other, both dreading what they would find.

They followed the servant into the estate, where many guards and other servants stood around, looking down sorrowfully at something - or someone on the floor.

Upon noticing their arrival, they slowly parted to give them full view of what they were looking at.

Ayaka’s blood ran cold upon seeing who they were.

It was her parents.

Ayaka slowly approached them, dropping to her knees as she observed them. Their hair had grown, much longer than the last time she saw them. Their faces were pale, their eyes were closed.

The relief that came with seeing her parents in person again overwhelmed her as she slowly inched her hand closer to them. She can distantly hear Thoma telling the others to give her space.

When she brushed against her father’s cheek, it was cold.

When she placed a hand over her mother’s, it was cold.

Ayaka felt cold dread and realization surging through her body as she quickly checked for any signs of life.

They didn’t have a pulse.

They weren’t breathing.

They weren’t moving.

Ayaka’s mind went back to the time she had killed the Kairagi. How she had checked his body and found no signs to indicate he was still alive. Now, the image of the Kairagi was replaced with her parents, her heart breaking as she felt the world collapsing all around her.

They’re dead.

Her parents are dead.

How could she had let this happen to them? Why wasn’t she there to stop it? Was this how they were all these years?

…and what about Ayato? Is he alive, or dead like her parents?

Ayaka can barely register anything, her mind overwhelmed by static, blood was pounding in her ears, her heart beginning to beat at impossibly fast rates. Tears were running down her face as she tried to comprehend what she had learned. She didn’t care that she was acting like this in front of other people.

Her parents are dead.

Their fates are no longer just speculation or part of any theories anymore. They’re dead. And that was a fact. A fact that will now be engraved into her head and into history.

Ayaka doesn’t know how long she sat there staring at her parents’ corpses as if doing so would bring them back, but the moment someone placed their hand on her shoulder, she snapped at her head in their direction and demanded to know an answer to a question.

“What about my brother?”

“T-The people d-d-didn’t have a third- um- body with them! T-They just had S-S-Sir Kamisato and M-Madam Kamisato wi-with them.” The servant she turned to explains, voice trembling and form quivering, having been startled by her. “…I…there’s nothing about Mister Kamisato…they just straight up sh-showed up here with their b-bodies…”

Ayaka stopped listening halfway through, her heart practically pounding out of her chest. Static was beginning to fill her mind as her body twitched, beginning to grow cold.

She wasn’t sure if it was better that she didn’t know Ayato’s fate. On one hand, there was still a chance he was still alive. On the other hand, can she really move on with her life like this? If her parents turned up dead, then wasn’t there a chance that Ayato had also died alongside them, and they just couldn’t find his body?

The thought sent miniature knives into her heart. The unknown was always more terrifying than the known.

Was it possible that Ayato had managed to escape? If that were the case, and assuming that the three of them were still in Inazuma, then why didn’t he come back to the Kamisato Estate? Did he believe he would simply be caught again, or was it something else?

At this point, Ayaka’s mind was trying to conjure any and all comforting scenarios to ease her mind.

Still, Ayaka willed herself to calm down, even if it’s getting difficult to do so. Now that her parents were back, she has to arrange their long overdue funeral. At the very least, they can rest easily.

-

The funeral had gone off without a hitch. Those who were once close to Kayo and Keichi came to pay their respects, as well as attempt to offer comfort to their grieving daughter.

Ayaka knew it was impossible to try and pretend that none of this was happening, and that she has to face reality. A reality that is dark and made her skin crawl when she thought about it. Her parents are dead, and there’s no denying it anymore.

But the more she thought about it, the more anger she felt towards the woman and her cronies. They’re the reason why this happened. The reason why her family were ripped away from her. The reason why she had to suffer so much to become Commissioner. The reason the clan nearly fell into ruin. The reason why her parents are dead.

Ayaka rarely felt angry, so angry that she would be willing to hunt down the person who triggered her anger. But now, it’s like she’s seeing red, the thought of avenging her family by finding their killers and kidnappers and bringing them to justice.

“Whoever you are…” Ayaka growled, her nails digging into her palm. “…you will regret touching them. You will regret touching my family.”

-

It’s been two weeks since the proper burial of Sir Kamisato Keichi and Madam Kamisato Kayo. And things weren’t going well for the Yashiro Commission.

Though Ayaka was given the time she needed to grieve, she wasn’t doing well in the slightest. She was drowning herself in her work, stubbornly determined to keep herself occupied with something. Anything that would keep her mind off of her dead parents.

At the same time, she seems very determined to catch her parents’ murderers. She was constantly asking for updates from the Shuumatsuban on the case, despite the Tenryou Commission having already taken the reigns of the helm. She made it her business to find her parents’ killers, and she would do anything to make sure she gets her hands on them.

She also hoped to find her brother, dead or alive. If it meant knowing what his fate was, it would give her peace of mind.

In Thoma’s opinion, it wasn’t healthy for her in the slightest.

Ayaka looks exhausted and more sickly than he’d ever seen her. The bags under her eyes were too prominent, just like how they were years ago when they had to shoulder the weight of a time limit. How she had pushed herself to her body’s limitations just so she can earn her place as Commissioner. She changed from a sweet loving girl to a cold, closed-off woman, her words becoming icicles if you attract her displeasure. The only people she can drop her mask around are Thoma and some of the servants who stayed loyal to her all these years. And even then, those are merely brief glimpses.

Thoma wished he had gotten proper closure with the senior Kamisatos, and he wished they were alive, but there was nothing that can be done for them now. Still, he knows that the woman responsible for this is still out there somewhere. Even if she wasn’t the one to deliver the final blow, she still caused this chain reaction of events to occur, and caused so much grief and suffering for Ayaka.

And anyone who played a role in this tragedy doesn’t deserve sympathy.

Still, Thoma doesn’t want to see Ayaka destroy herself from this revelation. She was barely eating, and she seems more distant and cold these days. If she keeps her mind fixated on this, then it’ll only drive her into more despair.

She needs a distraction.

“And that’s why I brought you two here today.” Thoma says to the two people sitting across from him, rubbing his eyes to try and keep himself awake. He knew he wasn’t doing well himself, but Ayaka’s mental health is more important. If she kept going like this, she’ll crumble and collapse. And he lost too much already.

“Hmm…” Kazuha placed a hand under his chin, pondering to himself. Yoimiya followed suit as she thought about his request.

Kazuha and Yoimiya were the closest things to friends Ayaka has other than Thoma himself. Chiori moved away to Fontaine, and she was more focused on her business and hasn’t contacted Ayaka in a long while. The first two on the other hand, still made an effort to talk to young Commissioner whenever they get the chance, and are more familiar with how she acts and what to do. Though Thoma can help her himself in theory, it was still nice to get the opinions of others.

“How about a relaxing walk in the wilderness?” Kazuha suggests, stroking the fluffy cat sitting in his lap. “We can avoid Chinju Forest, but other locations can help to soothe her mind and thoughts.”

“Yeah, or maybe we can take her out for dinner!” Yoimiya chimed in, her exuberance still shining through. “I know from experience that she would be more willing to relax if it’s going out for a night on the town, as long as she hides her identity of course.”

Thoma made a mental note to keep these ideas in mind. The problem was that Ayaka’s workload was…well, huge, to put it lightly. The ideas presented so far would have to rely on her actually deciding to take time off work. “Do you either of you have any other ideas?”

They went back and forth with suggestions and ideas on how to get Ayaka to distract herself from the events two weeks ago. Until finally, Kazuha came up with something.

“What if you can convince her to go on vacation?”

Thoma was about to protest against the idea when Yoimiya interrupted him.

“You can take over her duties for a while! You are her most trusted associate, and while it’s going to be hard to not see you for a bit, I think it’s the best idea so far.”

Thoma opened his mouth to try and make an argument against it, but snapped it shut as he considered it more carefully.

The more Thoma thought about it, the more it made sense that a vacation can help Ayaka. A change in scenery and a break in her duties can help her to relax properly and she can take her mind off of the more distressing parts of the past few weeks.

Ayaka needed this. She needs to take her mind off of this or she’ll crash and burn. And Thoma can’t bear to see her like that any longer.

-

It took a while for Ayaka to agree to the plan. And by that, Thoma meant it took about half an hour for her to decide that her mental health was more important at the moment. Yoimiya and Kazuha were blessings throughout the whole thing as they came to help out. In the end, the commissioner was convinced to take a vacation while he’s left to tend to the affairs of the Yashiro Commission.

And while Thoma’s glad that Ayaka can relax for once, he also finds a lot of work for him to take care of in her absence.

Still, he’ll endure it all for her. Even if it’s a long a tedious process.

-

In all honesty, one of the reasons Ayaka agreed to the trip so Thoma’s worries can be quelled. She wasn’t exactly aware of how her emotions can affect the people around her, even after all these years. She felt guilty for making him worry, but she was so tired of feeling guilty. These past two weeks took a much bigger toll on her mental health than she thought.

Catching her parents’ killers was one of the only things weighing her mind until now. What had been grief twisted and transformed into pure, unadulterated rage against their murderers. The people who decided that they should die for no good reason. While a motive can be reasonably given, it still didn’t blow the flame growing in her chest out.

There was another reason why she decided to do this. Two actually.

The first was to try and establish some connections with Mondstadt. A cultural exchange if you would. Though she knows she should be relaxing, she also can’t see any reason to pass up this opportunity. Not only could it help Inazuma in the long run, it can also stand to benefit any future festivals she may have to host in the future.

The second reason was much stronger.

And that was to try and find any traces of her brother.

Ayaka knows that it’s unlikely Ayato is even alive, let alone in another nation. But if the people who took her family had evaded detection for this long, then the possibility that they were taken out of Inazuma becomes more plausible. For what reason, she doesn’t know. All she knows is that she wants to find out about his fate, whether or not it’s a gruesome one.

Perhaps that would finally give her the closure she long sought for.

-

By the time Ayaka arrived in Mondstadt, afternoon was starting to turn into evening. The boat she traveled on had nothing to do with it; she’d simply made the decision to go in the late afternoon. Nevertheless, this does mean she would have to find a place to stay and rest, and only the next day can she start doing what she sought out to do.

Still, it doesn’t mean she can’t sneak in a before bed activity.

After finding an inn in the city and dropping off her bags, Ayaka went around the area and found a place called Angel’s Share. There wasn’t much harm in visiting a tavern, and she decides it would be the perfect time to try some of Mondstadt’s local specialities.

“Welcome to Angel’s Share.” A man with brown hair asked as soon as she stepped into the bar. The ruckus the patrons are making inside was more apparent than the outside would suggest. Drunken ramblings made up most of the sounds she heard here.

“I see you must be new around here.” The man said as Ayaka pulled up a seat at the counter. “I’m Charles. Is this your first time at a tavern?”

“I wouldn’t say this is my…first time.” Ayaka has tried some sake by accident back in Inazuma, but that doesn’t really count as drinking would it? “Though I prefer more of your non-alcoholic options.”

“I see. Well, here’s the menu. Let me know when you’re ready.” Charles gave her a well written menu, filled with all sorts of fascinating drinks. The title of the menu was labelled ‘non-alcoholic drinks’.

“Thank you.” Ayaka smiles at Charles for a moment before her eyes lowered to look at the menu. The options presented looked appealing and refreshing; perfect for lifting her mood.

As she browsed the menu, the door to the tavern opened behind her, though she didn’t bother to look up and see who it was. That person pulled up a seat beside her out of the corner of her eye, and before long a voice called out to her.

“It’s not everyday I get to see foreign nobility at a tavern.”

Ayaka looks up from the menu, flashing a look at the person who interrupted her. The man sitting beside her wore a grin, long dark blue hair tied into a thin low ponytail hanging by his side. The most outstanding feature was the eyepatch he wore.

“How observant of you.” Ayaka places the menu on the counter, turning her attention to the man who made himself comfortable sitting by her. “What made you think that?” It’s a rhetorical question; she knows it’s her choice of clothing to blame, but she still asked anyway.

“Well, for starters, I practically know every patron by heart.” The man responds, resting his arms on the counter. “But I don’t mind. I like seeing new faces here.”

“If you have something to say, then out with it. I do not like small talk.”

“I see. Would you care to share your name?”

Ayaka considered this for a moment. She knows that she shouldn’t be overcautious, but being overcautious was what got her through life in the aftermath of her family’s disappearance.

“Ayaka.” She decided to refrain from giving him her full name. Until she knows more about him, this was the safest move in her eyes.

“Oh, so you’re from Inazuma, I take it?” The man smiles, but there was a flash of…something in his eye when she spoke of her name. Recognition perhaps? But why would he know her?

“That is correct.” Ayaka decides to not question this for now. “What of you?”

“Ah, I suppose I should introduce myself. It’s only fair.” The man pauses before speaking again. “Kaeya. Calvary Captain of the Knights of Favonius. I do hope you have a wonderful time in Mondstadt, Miss Ayaka.”

“It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Sir Kaeya.” Ayaka manages a half smile, looking back at Charles who looked at her expectedly, a large glass filled with some kind of drink in one hand, sliding it over to Kaeya. “I’ll have a Berry Mint Burst, please.”

Charles nodded and went off to prepare her drink. While he does that, Kaeya takes the opportunity to chat her up a bit more.

“So, what brings you here, Miss Ayaka?”

“Vacation.” Ayaka responds, her hands clasped together on her lap. “I need…some time away from…pressing matters.”

“I see.” Kaeya takes a long sip of his drink, his eye looking intensely at her, as if it was observing her. “Work affairs, I assume?”

“…yes.” Ayaka sighed. “Do you have any recommended places I can visit tomorrow?” She already has a list in her mental checklist, courtesy of Thoma himself. But she needs to shift the topic of the conversation.

“Well, we have the Church of Favonius for starters.” Kaeya says. “You can catch a choir by the sisters of the church, and there’s also…”

Kaeya began listing off various locations in Mondstadt she can visit, but she tunes him out. Rude, yes, but she can tell that he’s really keen on observing her at the moment, and she doesn’t know why. She knows that calling him out would be the sensible move, but her mind was telling her to not go through with it for some reason. Over preparing for situations became part of her daily routine, and it’s hard to let go of old habits.

“…and that’s about it.” By the time Kaeya wrapped up his list of areas of interests just as Ayaka decides to start listening again. “Any of them pique your interest?”

“Hmm…” Ayaka thought about it, and decided on Dawn Winery. Not only could she make some connections there, but also she can conduct an investigation on the way regarding any traces of her brother. Not to mention she gets to see new sights she hasn’t seen before. It pretty much checks all her boxes on the things she wanted to do in Mondstadt. “Might I be bold in suggesting the Dawn Winery?”

“Oh, very bold indeed.” Kaeya smirks. “The master of the house is…quite a character. But if you wish, I can accompany you there tomorrow. Being someone from a distant nation, it is only my responsibility to protect you on the way there.”

“That is a kind offer, but why me specifically?” Ayaka questions. “I can simply get an adventurer to fill your role.”

“Ah, but you see, that’s where the differences come in.” Kaeya laughed a bit. “The young master and I are on…well, I wouldn’t say good terms, but rather we’re a bit more amicable than most people he interacts with. With me around, if you wish to visit him and establish some connections, I’m sure it would go smoothly.”

“This sounds far too coincidental and convenient.” Ayaka narrowed her eyes, making her suspicious be known. “How can I be certain you’re telling the truth?”

“Well…I suppose you’ll have to take my word for it. I promise, I won’t do anything to you.”

The night passes by quickly after that, the offer still weighing on her mind the whole time.

-

Mondstadt became quite the bustling city when morning came.

Ayaka weaved through crowds as she walked around, trying to find Kaeya among the people. He said he would be at the fountain in the middle of the city, but with all the people in the way it was hard to navigate where that is.

Last night came to mind as Ayaka found her way through. Kaeya, a mere stranger though an official guard in the Knights of Favonius, decided to invite her to his childhood home for some reason. She found it strange, because why would he do that after knowing her only for about an hour at best? There was no reason for that unless he had some ulterior motive. Being a foreigner and also unaware of Mondstadt’s laws and regulations prevented her from going to the Favonius Headquarters to resolve the matter. She didn’t want to cause a dispute between Mondstadt and Inazuma after having just arrived.

So she decides to follow Kaeya for now. But the moment she saw the first signs of a trap or anything of the sorts, that’s when she turns on him.

-

They arrived at Dawn Winery quicker than expected. Kaeya was true to his word regarding the protection part, fending off any Hillichurls that got too close or any bandits that decided their next move was to be an idiotic one. Still, Ayaka kept her guard up around him, her Vision growing colder by her side as it emanated a stronger aura.

When they arrived, Kaeya opened the door and held it open for her to walk in. Ayaka smiled at the gesture, but did nothing else as she entered the mansion.

The interior looked comfortable and inviting, the lighting making everything look so presentable. Though simple in the layout, there was also some charm in it all. It still looked exquisite, but also like a nice home to come back to.

“Oh, Master Kaeya?” A maid walked over to them, a kind and knowing look in her eyes. “Seems like you decided to visit us today, and you brought a friend along.” She eyes Ayaka with a serene smile. “Welcome to Dawn Winery, miss.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you.” Ayaka nods.

“Adelinde, it’s been too long.” Kaeya takes out a coin and tosses it into the air, landing back into his palm. “Would you care to bring Master Diluc out? I would like to introduce him to our visitor here.”

“Of course.” Adelinde nods, going up the stairs to get this Diluc.

A few moments later, a figure descends the stairs.

This figure is not Diluc. If it were, then he wouldn’t look so familiar to Ayaka.

Ayaka can never forget powder blue hair and violet eyes and how they come together so seamlessly. The face they belonged to made it all the apparent that he is someone she once knew.

The clothes he was wearing wasn’t something she saw that often. It looked tailor made just for him, exquisite even, but it was also simple enough to not stand out from the crowd. A hand was on the railing, helping him maintain balance as he walks down the stairs.

“Are you…” Ayaka found that her breath got caught in her throat, the words refusing to come out as she stared at the person she thought she had lost.

Across from her, once the figure had made it to the floor she’s on, lilac eyes stared back at her, wide with surprise, relief and…guilt?

“…Ayaka?”
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Ayaka doesn’t know what she was expecting when she walked through Dawn Winery’s doors, but it certainly wasn’t this.

A part of her even thought that this must’ve been a case of mistaken identity; that she was so broken that she would mistake anyone with blue hair and lilac eyes for her brother.

But hearing her own name come out of his mouth debunked that theory.

A rush of emotions overwhelmed her, and all rationality went out the window. Ayaka wanted to run up and pull Ayato into a hug and never let go, like if she did he’ll disappear again, she wanted to make sure that he was really here and not some figment of her imagination. She wanted to cry and scream and know what had happened to him all these years.

But all she could get out was a few set of words.

“A…Are you…really…” Ayaka could feel her eyes welling up with tears, but she couldn’t bring herself to care when the person standing right in front her is her brother; the same one she thought she’d lost for good. “…Ayato?”

Her mind was racing, her heart was practically pounding out of her chest, the air was getting colder than before. The world around her seemed to fade away, leaving only her and her brother alone in the void. Disbelief and hesitation were all she felt, the relief she expected to feel seemed to have shied away from her. Like she couldn’t believe that this was happening even with all the evidence she needs.

She extended a hand out towards him as she took a few steps closer.

Ayato crossed the remaining distance between them, taking her hand in his and giving it a soft squeeze. “…Yes…Yes I-I am…”

Ayaka thought she could burst into tears at the confirmation. Instead, she lets out a choked sob.

Now that she was closer to him, Ayaka got a better look at his face. His complexion wasn’t unhealthy, but it was much paler than she remembered. His hair had grown out, and it was now tied into a lovely Fontainian braid, a string of pearls keeping it secure. There were so many emotions on his face, but the most prominent of them was the guilt.

Why was he feeling guilty? Did something happen before she got here?

“I…thought I lost you too.” Ayaka lets the thought slip before she could register what she was saying. And by the time she realized it, Ayato’s expression changed to shock, then one of solemn understanding.

“…I thought you died…”

Ayaka froze at the confession, her blood going cold like her Vision had betrayed her. What could’ve happened with him that made him think that she had died in the ambush? Was he told that? Or did he assume that because she wasn’t brought to where he was staying?

Speaking of which…

Was Dawn Winery where Ayato had been staying all this time? If so, was it by force or was it willing? Did that woman have something to do with this?

So many questions were swirling around in her mind, demanding for an answer to satisfy them. But would Ayato even be willing to answer them? They were seeing each other again for the first time in years, and bombarding him with questions wasn’t how she wanted it to begin.

A hiss brings her out of her own thoughts. Ayaka watched as her brother reached for the railing of the staircase and held onto it, never letting go of her hand all the while, like he was in pain. Despite being the younger sister, her instincts flared up upon seeing the scene, and she quickly helped him to sit on the bottom stair to ease whatever pain he was feeling.

Why was he feeling pain? What was going on with him?

The clicking of heels was barely registered in Ayaka’s mind, and she only looked up to see who it was when she heard a voice. “Mister Ay-”

Ayaka glared up at Adelinde, squeezing her brother’s hand a little tighter as she scooted closer to him, a silent threat in her eyes. The need to protect Ayato enveloped her mind, a strange reversal of roles that she didn’t care much to dwell on at the moment. She didn’t care if Adelinde wanted to help or not; the only thing that mattered is her brother. Perhaps later down the line she would look back at this moment and cringe or laugh at how childish she was, but at present she didn’t care about that.

“Stay away.” Ayaka hissed.

Adelinde looked a bit shocked by her glare, but still stood her ground. “Miss, it’s okay. I’m not going to hurt him. I simply wish to know what is wrong.”

“And how can I be sure I can trust you?” Ayaka argued, narrowing her eyes to look more intimidating. Fortunately, years of delivering thinly-veiled threats with either words of expression or tone is helping her in that regard.

“Miss, if you-”

“Come on, let her have her moment.” Kaeya says, not-so-subtly gesturing to Ayaka. “I’m not sure it’s not too serious. Chronic pain is something he has to contend with for-”

“What did you say?” Ayaka’s eyes widened at the two key words she heard, the color draining from her face, the anger fading away in an instant. She looked beside her and saw Ayato’s expression, so full of guilt and anxiety. So unlike the Ayato she once knew. It was like he was more of a stranger than her older brother.

Whatever injuries he had sustained before, it had clearly changed him.

Ayaka can feel the temperature drop around her, her Vision emanating a stronger aura than before. Her mind reeled, as scenarios played out before her eyes on the various injuries that can cause one to have chronic pain, for potentially the rest of their lives. Each image was more horrifying than the last, and she silently pleaded to herself for this to have been a slip of the tongue.

But judging by everyone’s expressions, that wasn’t the case.

“It’s…not that serious.” Ayato says, wincing only a second after he said that. Still, he continued to try and downplay it. “I’m used to it by now and-”

“USED TO IT?!”

Ayaka didn’t mean to yell, but her emotions were boiling to the surface, exploding in a flurry at the new revelations she’s been hearing and seeing. Thoma once said that bottling up her feelings wasn’t going to help anyone, and it looks like this is what he meant by that.

But she didn’t care. Her emotions needed an outlet, and she had to give them one.

Her mind was beginning to run wild with all kinds of images and speculations. The thought of her brother being forced to endure chronic pain for the rest of his life was sickening, and it can only come from the most serious of injuries, more often than not healing the wrong way. Ice coursed through her veins as she pictured horrific scenarios where one could end up with chronic pain. She didn’t want any of them to be true for her brother; she doesn’t want him to experience it.

Ayaka thought back to that woman, and wondered if she sold her brother to the owner of this place. The more she thought about it, the more it made sense. It was built off of conjecture and incomplete pieces of evidence combined with her overflowing emotions, but her mind was spiralling out of control, and the people here were all strangers to her. How can she be sure that they’re completely good people?

And what if all of this was a trick? Kaeya looked like he recognized her the moment they started talking in Angel’s Share, and there was no reason for him to be familiar with her at all.

Unless…

No, there’s no way they could’ve been aware of her making a trip to Mondstadt. This all had to be spur of the moment, but if it were, why did it flow to seamlessly?

…she shouldn’t be making so many assumptions. But her mind was warping and her thoughts were scattered, it became almost impossible to distinguish one or the other.

“Hey now, don’t yell.” Kaeya’s voice barely managed to penetrate through the static enveloping her mind. “He’s been through a lot. You’ll scare him.”

The static cleared away enough for her to be aware of what was happening at the moment. Ayaka blinked the blurriness away from her eyes, something she wasn’t aware had happened while she became consumed by her own thoughts. She looked beside her, finding Kaeya already at their side and looking at her with a stern but soft look, while Ayato’s expression contorted into apprehensive anxiety, his eyes watching her like she was about to do something to him.

And…was that…fear?

Ayaka’s heart broke. He was afraid of her. Many more questions ran wild in her mind, but she had to tune them out. She can’t have another outburst like that.

“I-I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to yell.” Ayaka looked down and saw that their hands were still held with one another, resulting in a small smile from her as she began to rub a comforting thumb over the top of his hand. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.”

Under any other circumstances, Ayaka wouldn’t be this open or emotional. She would remind herself to keep her head high even in the most dire of situations, or her vulnerability could be used as a weapon against her. But here, she couldn’t help it. She didn’t care if she was being a child; she just wanted to help Ayato feel safe with her again.

She watches as the tension in Ayato’s muscles gradually faded, and the fear and anxiety in his eyes dissipated like water vapour. The guilt from before came back in full force as he lets out a shaky breath.

“…sorry.”

“What do you have to be sorry about?” Ayaka asks, continuing the comforting gesture. “I’m the one who should be sorry.”

“No y-you had every right to be upset.” Ayato responds, a sorrowful look on his face. “I shouldn’t have been so…sensitive. It’s been so long that I should’ve gotten used to it by now and I-”

“Stop.” Ayaka gives his hand a gentle squeeze, a silent motion for him to stop. She did her best to soften her expression, as to not trigger any alarm bells in his mind. “It’s okay to be sensitive. I…don’t know what happened to you all these years but…I don’t blame you for it. You didn’t deserve to be hurt. You have the right to still be feeling the effects of…what happened to you.”

In her peripheral vision, she can see Kaeya nod and smile. “She’s right. The road to recovery is long and hard. But it gets easier overtime.” His smile grew a little sweeter…and sadder. “No one will blame you for taking months or years to recover. We’ll go at your pace.”

Ayato looked up at both of them, and though he doesn’t look too convinced by their words, he still managed a smile. “…I know. It’s just…hard to see it for myself.”

“I can understand that.” Ayaka nods, an empathetic look on her face. She remembers how Thoma would always reassure her and would always tell her to never work herself too hard and that he understands if everything is too much for her. To this day, she can’t seem to fully comprehend his words. She knows what he means, but she can never feel like he was in the right. Her mindset had warped too much for her to accept any offer of respite for even a moment. Even after she became Commissioner, it was hard to let go of that mindset; like her brain had latched onto it and it became a part of her.

She can truly understand how Ayato feels in that regard. To hear comforting words but never able to fully comprehend them…it’s torture for all parties. You want to be able to see what they see, but you can’t, and everyone who tells you those things are hurt because you can’t get it.

“But…please know that you have support. You don’t have to go through everything alone.” Ayaka takes his other hand in hers to get her point across. “I care about you, and I always will.”

Ayato stared at her for a bit, blinking owlishly. Then, a soft smile crosses his face, one that is filled with familial love. “…you’ve grown so wise, Ayaka.”

Ayaka chuckled as she lets go of his hands. “I was simply expressing my thoughts.”

“And they’re quite wise, your thoughts.”

Heels began to click on the floor, and everyone’s attention turns to Adelinde as she walks back in with a cane in her hands. Ayaka didn’t even notice her leaving at first.

“I’ve found your cane, Mister Ayato.” Adelinde said as she crossed the distance between her and the three of them and handed the cane over to him, a grateful smile curling up on his lips.

“Thank you Adelinde.” Ayato mutters as he took the cane, smiling fondly at it while examining it, seemingly having forgotten that he has an unwary little sister to explain this to.

“…Why do you have a cane?” Perhaps it was rhetorical to ask that question, but it slipped out before she could notice.

Ayaka’s question filled the room with tension once more. Ayato looked back at her, his eyes widening slightly at her before looking away seemingly in shame. Then, he gave a response.

“It’s…to help me walk.”

-

Kaeya and Adelinde left to give them some privacy, but neither of them really know what to talk about. All the questions weighing on their minds were either too much for the other to answer right away or were too awkward.

The siblings are now sitting at the dining table, having moved there for a better discussion. But at the moment, no discussion is happening. An awkward and solemn silence filled the air.

Ayaka felt dread pooling in her stomach. Scenarios on what could’ve led him to having to be dependent on a cane for movement and mobility raced through her mind. Static was starting to cloud her mind again, but she fought to keep it at bay. She still needed answers, and there was so much she needed to know. It wouldn’t do her or her brother any good to space out at a time like this.

She spoke first.

“…so…why exactly are you using a cane?”

Ayato winced at the next question thrown at him, his gloved hands fiddling with the bright red sash wrapped around his abdomen as he looked away from her. A haunted look was in his eyes, and his body tensed. He took in a shaky…pained breath, as he looked back at her with eyes that have seen countless horrors.

“I…I was…I…”

He was struggling to get the words out. Ayaka already had an idea on what might’ve happened all these years, but it still doesn’t quell the growing terror in her heart. The terror that knew what it would be told, but still hoping that it can be proven wrong.

The silence dragged on for far too long, but Ayaka was willing to wait as long as she could for an answer. She watched as her brother tried to formulate a response, his mouth opening and closing like a fish out of water, no words coming out.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, he spoke.

“…It’s because of…my back and my legs.”

That was all Ayaka needed to figure out what he meant. Ice flooded through her veins as she made some connections, her hands clasped together so tightly her knuckles turned white.

His back and legs were the injured parts. While it could’ve been an accident, that woman made it difficult to believe that notion. And the fact that it was confirmed that her parents were kept somewhere before being killed - because why else would they deliver their bodies to the estate only two weeks ago? - the possibility that it was deliberate became much more real. And that was simultaneously terrifying and sickening.

“W…What happened to them?”

The fact that Ayato was still able to walk debunked the possibility of a broken back, allowing Ayaka some relief in that regard. The other scenarios weren’t as comforting, horrific images flashing in her mind of every single scenario. Her heart ached.

What other injuries could he be hiding under all of those layers?

What did her family do to deserve all of this?

Why did they have to suffer? Why did her parents have to die in such a painful way? Why did Ayato have to go through so much?

If Celestia had a hand in all of this, why did they think this was a good idea?

Ayaka knew she shouldn’t be cursing the heavens, especially since she’s already devoted herself to serving the Shogun and her lightning, but the spite she felt towards that woman had to be released in some form. She just hopes it wouldn’t have an effect on her luck and her life later down the line.

In one moment, Ayato’s face paled. His eyes widened, that haunted look coming back in full force. He looked away from her, as if she was someone else. “I…don’t want to talk about it.”

Ayaka frowned. While she knows she can’t push it, she still felt her heart sink when being denied of the origin of such injuries. But she still understood it well; whatever happened, it must’ve been too traumatizing for him to relive so soon.

“W-”

“Can we talk about something else?” Ayato glances back at her, a pleading look in his eyes. She has never seen him look like this before, and she prefers to never see it again.

“…okay.” Ayaka nods. If she ever wants to learn about his struggles in the future, then she has to makes sure she’s someone he can go to. Someone who’s trustworthy. While they are still siblings, the changes in their personalities as a whole made them different people, both in a literal and metaphorical sense.

Her mind searched for another topic to talk about, one that isn’t too depressing or violent. Before she could think of one, her brother beat her to it.

“How…is the- our clan doing these days?” Ayato asked, curiosity and worry in his eyes. “Is Thoma doing alright? Are you okay?”

“Oh.” Ayaka perked up slightly at the topic. Maybe this could help. “Thoma and I are fine. The clan is still in control of the Yashiro Commission.” Her gaze hardened. “I made sure of it.”

“You…” Ayato blinked, and in a split second, all kinds of emotions spread across his face. Confusion, relief, concern, and…happiness. “How did you do it?”

“Well…”

Ayaka regaled the tale of how the Kamisato Clan managed to keep its power, and how it rose back up from its dark age. Guuji Yae was the main reason for such, and for that she is forever grateful to her and her assistance. Thoma was invaluable for her mental state, and Yoimiya and Kazuha also helped in their own ways with her emotions as well. She isn’t sure if she would be who she is today without them.

Her talk on the Kamisato Clan’s resurgence made Ayato smile, looking at her like a proud older brother (which he still is). It made Ayaka quite happy to see him like this. No distress, no haunted looks in his eyes, just enthralled in her story and his reactions to some parts.

“That- That can’t be real, can it?”

“Unfortunately it is.” Ayaka chuckled. It’s been a while since she had a genuine laugh. “Thoma had a meltdown about it.”

“I would be more surprised if he didn’t.” Ayato hid a smile behind his hand. “Sprinkling raw flour onto a katsu sandwich…if he had witnessed it himself…”

“I believe he would’ve done more than just faint.” While normally she wouldn’t include the funnier bits that would be irrelevant to a story like this, Ayaka thought it necessary in this circumstance. It was worth it to see Ayato smiling and laughing. She cut out the parts where rival clans or bandits decided to target her, especially her first near encounter with death.

Though, the more she went into it, especially with the more depressing parts, the more she noticed the guilt etched onto his face. Ayaka knew why and how that guilt came to be, but decided not to comment on it for now. She needs to keep him distracted for the moment.

“Thoma really misses you. Sometimes I would find him cleaning up your old room, or he would add in your name when calling for me.”

“…I miss him too.”

Thoma, while knowing that the rest of the Kamisato family won’t be coming back anytime soon, still held some hope that he can be proven wrong. He was much open about his feelings than Ayaka, and she was able to see that in him even without him having to tell her. If there was a contender for who could rival Ayaka in her missing her family, it would be Thoma.

But unlike her, he was so much better at handling his emotions. Ayaka is aware that her way of handling things isn’t the healthiest by any means, but she couldn’t help it.

How would Thoma react to seeing Ayato, alive and well again? She can imagine he would be better put together than she is, but still able to convey that he’s happy to see him again.

She debated on asking him if he’ll come back to Inazuma, but decided against it for now.

This continued on until she had concluded her tale. When she finished, Ayato spoke.

“That…all of it was impressive, Ayaka.” A thin smile was shown, fondness radiating off of him.

“Thank you.” Ayaka smiled.

“Still…you shouldn’t gone through all of that. Especially since-”

“You were meant for the position. But please don’t blame yourself for it. I chose to save the clan. There wasn’t much either of us could do at the time.”

Ayaka decides to switch the topic to another one to keep his mind off of the guilt. She knows it won’t be going away anytime soon, but it was better to do or talk about good things, especially with someone she hasn’t seen in a long time.

“Is this where you were the whole time?”

Ayato shook his head, perking up a bit. “No. But it is nice. The people here are kind to me.” A soft smile crosses his face at the mention of them, but it didn’t last long as it faded away, hugging himself with his arms. “But…it took a lot of…pain for this to happen.”

Ayaka could feel her hands becoming cold, wondering if she had messed up with this question. But before her mind could catch up with her, she spoke again. “Was that…woman responsible?”

Silence permeated the air for a while, both siblings unwilling to break it. Ayato visibly froze up the moment she asked the question, and Ayaka felt her breath hitch as his body language was all she needed to confirm everything.

The woman who ruined their lives was truly responsible for his suffering, and likely their parents’ torment and deaths. A fire was beginning to burn in her as ice was flooding her whole body, both clashing together as they fought for dominance over her mind. But she willed herself to stay calm. Another outburst wouldn’t help either of them.

Finally, after what felt like years, Ayato spoke.

“…yes.”

A whisper that was barely audible, but Ayaka caught it.

Her heart sank, and shattered into pieces in her stomach.

“Oh gods…” Her breath hitched, and the color drained from her face. Though she had her suspicions regarding this, hearing it be confirmed was another thing entirely. It was no longer speculation or theory; it became a fact. A fact she did not want to accept. A fact she desperately wishes to believe was misinformation.

“…Ayato, I’m-”

“No.” Ayato held up a hand, stopping her from speaking any further. “Don’t blame yourself for this.”

Ayaka thought about calling him out for his hypocrisy for a brief moment before deciding against it, allowing him to speak.

“You wouldn’t have found me either way.” A small, broken smile crosses his face. “Be…be-because…I was…” A weak laugh leaves his lips as tears began to form in his eyes, the smile fading into a frown. “…I was in…Snezhnaya.”

“…what?”

Ayaka could feel the world fading away from her, her legs becoming weak as her mind filled with static once again. Her eyes grew wide, and her hands trembled in her lap. She can feel the room drop in temperature, but that was of little concern for her at the moment.

Ayato had been taken to Snezhnaya. A land filled with snow and biting cold. A land where he has no familiarity or protection against unless he was aware of his surroundings. A land where he could’ve died in because of too many factors.

Even if he had known where he was and had escaped, there was little hope of him finding assistance. Snezhnaya is a ruthless nation not just in terms of environment; the Fatui originated from there and they were all over the snowy domain, and they weren’t exactly known for their hospitality.

Ayaka knew she was indebted to this Diluc, because if it weren’t for him, what would’ve became of Ayato? Would she have never found him if that were the case? The thought sent shivers snaking up her back. If it weren’t for Diluc, she wouldn’t know of his fate. She wouldn’t even know of his plight.

She would have left him to suffer.

“I had m-my suspicions, b-but I never fu-fully knew…” Ayato’s voice lowered to a whisper, and Ayaka had to strain her ears to fully hear and comprehend them. “I…I tried to…escape when given the chance…and…and…”

“You can stop if you want.” Ayaka says, her gaze softening as she reached for his hand, giving it a brief squeeze. “I don’t want you to relive those memories. They’re clearly causing you pain.”

“N…no. You deserve to know.” Ayato shakes his head. “You must have so many questions and I…I owe it to you to answer them all. It wasn’t fair for me to withhold information from you earlier.”

“But it shouldn’t be at your expense.” Ayaka gives his hand another squeeze. Guilt began to claw its way up her mind as she looked at the expression he wore. Yes, she might’ve not known that he was taken to Snezhnaya. Yes, she was dealing with other pressing matters at the time. Yes, it was unrealistic to be putting the blame onto herself. And yet, she still found herself feeling guilty.

Maybe when she had woken up in the forest, she should’ve acted faster to dispatch a search party for her family. Though she was a lot younger back then and more inexperienced and emotional, there were still tools at her disposal she could’ve used more efficiently to save her family before they were taken out of the country. Maybe she if she had done that, they would still be here with her. Mother and Father might still pass away eventually, but they would have a much more peaceful death than the one they suffered through.

And Ayato wouldn’t be like this. He wouldn’t have been hurt by that wretched woman. He wouldn’t have changed so much to the point of being a practical stranger to her. He wouldn’t be suffering from everything that woman did to him.

“I want to know what exactly happened to you. I do.” Ayaka says, her voice hitching. “But I do not wish for you to suffer in the process. I will wait for the day you become comfortable enough to tell me.”

“…I really don’t deserve your patience.”

“And I’m willing to extend my patience for you.”

The silence stretched on between them, but this time it wasn’t uncomfortable or awkward. It was more akin to an understanding with the both of them, like they both know something no one else does. Their bond was stronger than one might have anticipated.

“Thank you.” Ayato says at last, breaking the silence as he sends a smile at Ayaka.

“Don’t mention it.” Ayaka mirrors his smile.

“But enough about me.” Ayato’s eyes darted towards her face, worry and horror etching onto his face, his smile turning into a frown. “What happened to you? W-Why do you have scars on your face?”

Ayaka unconsciously brought a hand to the scar across her face, a wince making its way out of her throat, her smile disappearing. Her mind was bombarded with memories of that day in the forest, of how her life flashed before her eyes and how she was left with a permanent reminder of that encounter. She truly thought she would die there, and if she wasn’t granted a Vision at that crucial moment, she would have.

And now that Ayato is here, she was glad she managed to survive. She couldn’t bear to let him go through the pain of loss. If she became a spirit, would she witness that pain affect him, unable to do anything 

What could Ayaka say to him? Should she simply tell the truth, or should she hide it for his sake? She knows it would be devastating for him to hear that his little sister had almost died several times throughout her life, and that she had to go through such impossible efforts to secure her position as Commissioner. But none of it can compare to what he had to go through.

Just how can that woman think it’s okay to do that to someone else? How did she think all of this was okay? How did she think that ruining a family would help her in any way?

Ayaka forces a growl down, trying to keep herself composed and calm for Ayato’s sake. She doesn’t want to risk scaring him again.

Would it be cruel to tell white lies to him? Or would it help him? Ayaka has seen the guilt in his eyes, and how he was blaming himself for everything that happened in spite of the fact he couldn’t do much. She doesn’t want him to feel guilty for her nearly dying in the forest.

“If you’re referring to the one across my face…” Ayaka starts, her mind scrambling for ways to soften the blow, to make it clear that he had nothing to feel guilty over. Her body trembled, remembering the stinging pain and the emptiness she felt when seeing that Kairagi’s corpse, the guilt and terror to follow after. It was the first time she drew blood, even if it was unintentional. She swallowed.

“…it’s a long story.”

“Can you tell me?”

Ayaka bit her lip. Maybe now would be a bad time to tell him. And perhaps it would be beneficial for the both of them if they decide to do something else other than talk about their pasts. As much as she would like answers at the moment, she knows she can’t get them all out of him in one day; especially not after just re-meeting him.

“…maybe, another time?”

Ayato opened his mouth to likely ask again, but closed it a second after, likely remembering what happened earlier in their conversation. He sighed, but his gaze held no resentment or frustration about it. “I understand.”

“Thank you.” Ayaka smiles gratefully.

Once again, another silence hung in the air. And Ayaka decides to ponder on her own thoughts.

It’s clear that neither of them really wanted to answer anymore questions regarding their pasts and the long years they had to face. Ayaka herself didn’t want their first time meeting in a long while to be about questions and no answers. An activity can be beneficial for the both of them. After all, one of the main reasons she came to Mondstadt in the first place was to relax, if only for Thoma’s sake.

So, she decides to do what her heart said.

“How about we do something different?”


Notes for the Chapter:
For context: Yes Fontainian braid is basically the Teyvat version of French braid

Oh and also some of the design choices for Ayato was suggested by Pokebug__7x7, specially the sash so thank you to her for the suggestion :D As for what it means specifically, well the next chapter will reveal that :)






11. Promises from the Heart

Summary for the Chapter:

“See the chains around my feet”


 

Vows | Restraints | “Don’t move”





A sibling’s bond is stronger than any force the world can throw at them.

Ayato never really believed in the phrase, at least not literally. While it is true he will care and adore Ayaka till the end of time, he never believed that their bond can overcome the world (he was never really the type for romanticism). The world is a cruel place, and he learned that the hard way.

He truly thought he wouldn’t ever see Ayaka again, especially after his escape attempt. It was his lowest point, and he had given up all hope of getting out by that time. Resigning to his fate was much easier than trying to resist it, even if he was still hurt for obeying. Obedience hurt less.

Even now, it was still hard to let go of that mindset.

It was hard to forget what happened to him in general.

Ayato knew that healing wasn’t easy, nor was it going to be a smooth journey, but he still held onto the belief that he would wake up someday, and everything would miraculously be okay again. Like he could forget the horrible things he went through in an instant. No matter how many times he was reminded of his experiences, he would still try and forget to no avail.

Because if he remembered, it would make it all seem more real.

Whenever he’s reminded of his cane, he rationalized to himself that an accident got him to use it. Whenever he’s reminded of the chronic pain in his back and legs (and his whole body in general), he reationalized to himself that they were the products of the same accident.

But seeing Ayaka, alive and grown up, wasn’t something he can deny. No matter how much he thought it was some sick dream, her expression made it all seem real.

He felt so relieved to see her still alive, but with that relief came concern, guilt and regret.

How long had it been since he last saw her face that wasn’t through his memories? How had she fared when she was on her lonesome? Thoma must’ve helped her, but was it enough?

And what was with that scar across her face?

He knew he should’ve went back to Inazuma the second he had the chance, but recovery was a long road and he had to stay somewhere that would be good for his health. He didn’t want to come back broken and pathetic. Maybe he was afraid that Ayaka had actually died. Diluc didn’t stay for too long in Inazuma and didn’t bother to learn of the political structure of the nation, so he didn’t have much knowledge with the Yashiro Commission’s fate. And by the time he wanted to know, there was no one left to turn to.

And maybe…he was afraid of what Ayaka would think of him should she find out the truth behind their parents’ murder. She doesn’t know they’re dead, but if she does, would it spell the end of everything he has left? Ayato was the reason they died. It didn’t matter if someone else did the deed. He was responsible for that woman murdering them because he pushed her to do it when he did something so stupid.

It didn’t matter how many times Diluc or the Dawn Winery staff tried to tell him otherwise. He is still ultimately responsible for their demise. If he had never even entertained the idea of escape, they would still be alive. Tired and angry maybe, but still alive. That woman never did much to them, so long as he continued to draw in her attention, they would never be harmed.

“-yato, can you hear me?” A voice, having matured through the ages, brought him out of his thoughts. Ayato looked down at Ayaka, who was watching him with worried eyes. The one thing that stayed the same between them was their height difference, with Ayato being the taller of the two. Still, it was nice to see Ayaka gaining some height. It was a reminder that she has grown up.

It was sweet, but it was also a reminder of how much time had passed. How much they’ve both changed beyond recognition. Ayato hated how he can’t seem to recognize the little sister he once knew, or the person he used to be for that matter.

Ayato looked around for a brief moment, finding himself in the surrounding area of Dawn Winery. A few memories entered his mind and he remembered agreeing to have a walk around the winery, mainly to give his sister a tour and to get some fresh air, to distract themselves from the questionings earlier.

“Sorry, you were saying?” This was one of the many habits he picked up on from staying in Mondstadt, or perhaps it has been that way since he had been rescued. Ayato often spaced out and got lost in his own thoughts; perhaps that was a consequence from not having training be his top priority for many years. Rarely anything can keep his attention, with only a few activities that can keep him fully focused.

“Well, how is life in Mondstadt?” Ayaka asked, a curious look in her eyes. She has always been someone who loves to try new things, and going to Mondstadt was one of those things she wanted to try someday. At the time when she asked this, their father laughed and said something about going there another time.

It seemed like the siblings have fulfilled that wish, whether or not they realized it.

“It’s lovely.” Ayato has heard stories of the land of freedom from Thoma, when things were much simpler back then. He spoke of windmills, refreshing and delicious Dandelion Wine, a breathtaking view from the cliffs and mountains, and much more. While he wanted to go there for himself, he knew it would have to wait till much later.

Staying in Mondstadt really made him appreciate Thoma’s stories. Everything was as beautiful as he claimed them to be. But it also made him appreciate the little things, such as the grass and the trees and-

Ayato stopped himself from finishing that word. Even now, it still sent an incomprehensible shiver of fear down his spine and through his whole body. That and the other word came with the same effect. To this day, he still doesn’t understand how two mere words can have such power over him. They were just words, they couldn’t hurt him.

Words can’t hurt him.

Words can’t hurt him.

A mantra that has either failed or succeeded in helping him.

“Thoma’s stories did everything Mondstadt has to offer some justice.” Ayato says with a smile on his face, looking at the crystal clear sky and the shining sun. He is never taking these simple sights for granted ever again. “The food, the locals, the attractions, it’s all so…mesmerizing.”

“I’m glad to hear that you’ve enjoyed yourself here.” Ayaka responds with a smile of her own, but it looks a little sadder than one might expect. “Though I do have to wonder…are you planning on coming back to Inazuma?” Her voice lowered to a whisper, sounding almost like a plea for him to return.

Ayato looked away from her, unsure how to answer.

While it is true that he missed his homeland, he doesn’t know if he’ll ever be able to fit back into Inazuma’s society. He changed far too much, and even if he was given the chance to become Commissioner again, how can he be sure he can do a good job at it? It’s been years, and he can barely read a few sentences from a book with the same precision he once had.

It was just as she said.

He was never a good heir.

But at the same time, can he really leave Ayaka on her own in the Yashiro Commission? Sure, she has Thoma to accompany her, but it’s clear that she sorely missed him. It would far too cruel to deprive her of his presence the moment she has to return to Inazuma.

But can he become comfortable living in his homeland again?

His dreams still had flashes of the Shogun’s brilliant lightning and the sakura blooms and maple leaves being carried along the wind. They were just that however; dreams. If he were to see them in reality, can he adjust to seeing those sights again?

And…he’s starting to get used to life in Mondstadt.

It wasn’t anything particularly difficult, but he found himself enjoying the life he managed to forge in the nation with the help of Diluc. Sure, others have also helped with that along the way - Adelinde and Kaeya being the second and third most prominent respectively - but…none of them could compare to Diluc.

Ayato knew it was wrong to think that way. Everyone he met in Mondstadt helped him out in their own ways, and none of them should be invalidated in the slightest. It’s just that… none of them were Diluc.

He felt safe with Diluc. Like nothing can hurt him again as long as he sticks with him. They had their ups and downs, and some…intense moments here and there, but they managed to make it work at the end of the day.

But now that Ayaka’s here, was it really fair to continue thinking that way? But wouldn’t it be better if he didn’t? That way, she wouldn’t have to see how pathetic he’s become.

…Why does everything have to be so complicated?

“You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to, nor do you have to make a decision at this moment.” Ayaka spoke up, bringing him out of his thoughts, again. Her eyes were somber and solemn. “It’s just…it would be nice to have you back.”

Ayato’s heart sunk at those words.

But before his mind could spiral again, an idea came to mind.

“What if…I go with you to visit Inazuma?”

Ayaka looked up at him with surprise and delight, but there was some traces of sadness in her expression as well.

Ayato continued before things could potentially get worse. “I…haven’t decided on where I’ll be living for…long-term. Mondstadt is nice, but I do miss Inazuma and…I don’t want to make you leave without me. So…would this compromise work? At least for now.”

His sister’s eyes became deep in thought, and a sudden wave of cold washed over him as he tried to reassure himself that nothing bad was going to happen. And yet, his mind was screaming at him for making such a cataclysmically stupid decision. Irrational lines of thought began to overwhelm his mind, of scenarios that seem so outlandish yet so probable all the same.

She’s going to hate him for this. She’s going to yell at him and-

“I can agree to this.” Ayaka says with an air of finality, a soft smile on her face, saddened yet understanding and serene all the same. “I shouldn’t put my selfish desires first before yours.”

“But-”

“No buts.” Ayaka shook her head. “You suggested it, I only followed it.”

Ayato was silent for a moment, then he lets out what is a combination of a chuckle and a scoff. Neither of them were meant for sarcasm. “You really have grown up.”

“It comes with the territory.” Ayaka smiles. “Though, do you believe you can handle yourself along the way?”

“It’ll be fine. I’ve walked the same path multiple times by now, with or without additional assistance.” Ayato responds, matching the smile his sister had a few moments ago. “Besides, with you around, it would be a shame to pass up an opportunity like this.”

Something in his gut told him to ask something first before they headed off. It was a reasonable assumption, so he went with it.

“Did you eat anything?”

“I…” A loud growl was heard, and since neither of them were making that noise, it was obvious what made that sound. Ayaka’s eyes darted to the floor. “…haven’t.”

Well that explained the gut feeling.

“Very well.” Ayato breathed in, and out. “I’ll go get Adelinde to cook something for us.”

“Wait that’s not-”

“Run along now.” Ayato silenced his laughs by covering his mouth with his hand, ignoring Ayaka’s protests. “Adelinde will prepare something delightful for us.”

Ayaka turned away with a not so ladylike ‘hmph!’ but there was no real malice or anger in her voice. She was probably a little miffed, but otherwise she wasn’t angry at him.

It was still so strange to be able to crack a joke without much fear.

Hopefully things can continue on like this.

-

The city of Mondstadt never failed to look tall and proud with its high walls and great architectural structure. In a way, it represents how it managed to overcome all the adversities the nation of freedom has faced over the centuries, and they will continue to persevere no matter what.

It’s quite admirable if you think it that way and consider its history.

Ayato is not the biggest history enthusiast, but he knows it’s important to learn what history entailed in order to remedy mistakes before they can be made again. There was a reason there was a saying around that.

There wasn’t much for him to do in his free time, so whenever he had the time, he would read some books regaling the history of Mondstadt, and the valiant efforts of those who made the decision to turn things around for the greater good. If it weren’t for those prominent figures, the Mondstadt of today wouldn’t exist.

It was quite fascinating and empowering in all honesty. Even in the face of adversity and imminent danger, they still managed to stand up and fight.

“Do you have anywhere you’d like to visit first?” Ayato asked, looking at Ayaka, waiting for her answer. He knows that Thoma must have told her which places would be good to visit, but he still wanted to be the one to show her those places, mainly so he can spend more time with her to make up for the lost years. And also because it would help him keep up.

Sometimes he hated his cane. It helps him to actually walk and not fall on his face all the time but it also made him slow, and he can’t even run. It’s been so long since he can actually run without triggering any pain or discomfort, or messing up any progress he’s made on physical therapy.

It’s been so long, and he still hasn’t been able to get a clean bill on his physical health. It was to be expected, but it still frustrated him to no end. The fact that he can’t even walk for very long before chronic pain decided to mess with him again added to the pile of problems he has to contend with daily. No matter how hard Diluc and the staff at Dawn Winery try to help to mitigate the pain, it still comes back to bite him at the worst possible times.

Even after all this time, he still had to take breaks in between when going out to the city to make sure he’ll be alright at the end of the day. Somedays it merely annoyed him, and other days he would be really, really frustrated.

Now’s not the time to be dwelling on his own pain. The reason for this trip is to actually have some fun, and not have to attend to Angel’s Share for once.

And this time, it’s with a special and familiar guest.

“Perhaps we can visit the church?” Ayaka suggests. “I’ve heard there will be a choir held there today.”

“Of course.” Ayato nods, leading her to the church. He wonders if Ayaka still liked singing, if her nursery rhymes she used to hum were anything to go by.

He hopes that Thoma has gotten her into new hobbies over the years. If Chiori’s still around Inazuma, was she helping her too?

He hoped she was.

-

The day passed by in a wonderful blur. The siblings spent the rest of the day in the city, doing various activities and whatnot. It wasn’t Windblume or Ludi Harpastum so there wasn’t much to do other than visiting and touring places, but it was still fun all the same.

For the first time since he reunited with her, Ayaka looked relaxed and at peace. No quiet distress or cold regal aura around her, just simple relaxation. Ayato wonders how long Ayaka has to go without taking a moment of respite for herself. The thought sent guilt through his whole body.

But that wasn’t the focus of the trip, so he dismissed it as best he could.

There were times where they had to pause whenever his chronic pain decided to flare up again, much to Ayato’s frustration and Ayaka’s concern, but luckily it didn’t take up most of the day.

Then evening fell, and instead of going back to the inn she’s staying at, Ayaka decided go back to Dawn Winery with him, though her arrival will be delayed for a bit as she needs to go pick something up first.

It’s only been a day since Ayaka arrived in Mondstadt, but she has quickly memorized every local specialty when she had gotten a brief explanation of each one, and the ones that were told to her.

Perhaps it was due to him staying indoors most of the time, but Ayato could hardly remember a local speciality in Mondstadt unless he made rigorous effort to implant the information in his brain. A possible side effect from…whatever happened in that facility, or just one that made itself clearer overtime.

Ayato knew better than to be jealous of his little sister, especially after just re-meeting her, but part of him can’t help but envy her. Her elegance and her maturity. Something he himself has lost, or just never had in the first place. He can’t even remember how old he is, or what year it is for that matter.

But there was no point in lingering on the things in the past, or things that continue to affect him. He had to keep a clear and open mind for the moment.

He wondered what he would be getting. An antique from Marjorie’s shop was the most plausible, though there were other places to get good gifts from like a basket of fruit or-

A knock on the door.

“Can I come in?”

Ayato got up from his seat, grabbing his cane and going off to answer the door, an ecstatic smile on his face.

The smile evaporated when he saw what Ayaka was holding.

In her arms was a bouquet of…

“…ther…I…these…Bluebells-”

That wretched name was all it took for everything to go wrong. The world seemed to crumble and collapse around him, leaving him in a dark void all alone. His breathing accelerated, beads of cold sweat rapidly forming on his brow, his eyes widening to impossible levels.

He can practically hear her voice reverberate in his head, bouncing around like a cacophony of sounds.


“Oh my dearest, most precious Bluebell. Did you really think you ever had a chance at peace?”


“N-No, no no no, y-you can’t be real…you can’t…you shouldn’t have found me…!”


“But that’s exactly what I did, Bluebell.”


“I-I’m not…I’M NOT-”


“Oh, but Flower, that is one of your names.”


“LEAVE ME ALONE! I’M NOT- I’M NOT-”


“Oh….” The voice laughed mockingly at him. “…I suppose your new ‘gardener’ has forgotten your names as well. I’ll have to remedy that soon enough.”


How can she be back? How did she find him? Was all of this for naught? Was someone a traitor and ratted him out?

He couldn’t think straight. He didn’t want to think. There was too much buzzing around in his head, overwhelming and far too powerful.

He doesn’t want to go back.

-

The sudden shift in her brother’s mood was far too fast for Ayaka to properly process, the warmth rapidly being sucked out of the room.

The moment the screaming started, she lets the bouquet drop to the floor, protective and loving and fearful instincts overtaking her senses as she hurried over to Ayato’s side, trying to figure out what to do as questions bombarded her mind.

What happened? Why was this happening? Why was he screaming?

“Brother, it’s okay! I-”

“I AM NOT- I AM NOT A PLANT! L-LEAVE ME ALONE! M-M-MY N-NAME IS-”

Ayaka felt her heart drop as another screech reverberated throughout the room. Ice began to spread through her body, much more potent than previous times. It was like she was being frozen from inside out, the implications of what her brother was saying was sickening and horrifying.

Someone had tried - or succeeded - to rename Ayato.

That woman’s wicked smile came to mind, and Ayaka lets an undignified growl slip at her image, but the present brought her back a second later.

Ayato’s eyes were wide and wild, filled to the brim with fear and horror, screaming at someone who’s not there, or perhaps he believed she was his tormentor. The thought tugged at her heartstrings. But now’s not the time to feel pity for herself.

She had to figure out what caused this, and how to reverse the damage.

Immediately, her eyes darted to the abandoned bouquet, remembering how Ayato looked when he saw them. He wasn’t in a full blown panic like now, and it seemed like he only snapped when she spoke of the flowers’ name.

Ayaka threw the bouquet out the window. The staff can clean it up later, or some passing butterflies can find some use in them. Flora did say they were fresh.

“Brother, please! The bouquet is gone! The flowers are gone I-”

Her statement seemed to only make things worse however. Another ear-piercing screech erupts from his vocal cords; it was a miracle they haven’t worn out yet at this rate.

“W-WHAT DO YOU WANT FROM ME?!” Anger now filled Ayato’s voice, looking around for some unseen assailant. “WHY CAN’T YOU JUST LEAVE ME AT PEACE?!”

“Please-”

The door slammed open, causing both siblings to turn in the direction of the sound. A man with long red hair tied in a low ponytail looked at the scene before him for only a few moments before he rushed towards her brother, getting down on his level and grabbing his shoulders in a gentle but firm way.

Ayaka was about to say something about it when he spoke.

“You’re safe.” His voice, serious yet gentle in its own way, came out in a comforting whisper. “You’re safe now. Your name is Ayato. Can you repeat that for me?”

Slowly, yet surely, Ayato’s eyes regained their clarity, recognition briefly seen on his face. “M…My name…”

“You’re doing good.” The other man had a smile on his face, looking far too experienced and familiar with her brother to merely be someone working in Dawn Winery, and Adelinde and Kaeya doesn’t count at the moment. This has to be Diluc. “Now, can you repeat what I said?”

“My name…My name is…” Slightly cracked lips were quivering, as if this was the most difficult thing for him to say. “…My name is Ayato.”

Ayaka thought she could cry hearing that. (Why was she the one crying? She wasn’t the one who was hurt)

“There.” Diluc kept his smile, pride radiating off of him. “Can you recognize your surroundings?”

“Y-Yes…I can.”

“Good.” Diluc turned his gaze towards Ayaka, and all warmth was snuffed out the moment his eyes locked with hers. “Can you give us a moment?” He asked, speaking to her brother.

Ayaka knew this wasn’t going to be a pleasant chat.

-

They stepped out of the room when given the permission to do so, in the hallway where they can talk without being overheard.

“What did you do?” Diluc’s eyes narrowed at her, his arms crossed.

Ayaka knew there was no point in hiding it, not that she was planning on doing it in the first place. If she wanted to know what happened to her brother, then she has to be cooperative and truthful. Diluc is her best source of information right now.

“I bought a bouquet of bluebells-”

“You what?”

Diluc scowled at her, a growl rumbling in his throat, anger blazing in his eyes. “Why?”

He got right up in her face, uncaring to how he appears at the moment. If this were under better circumstances, Ayaka would’ve been impressed by the fact someone decided to do this.

Ayaka did her best to not appear affected by it, but the guilt began to seep into her again, of how she had unintentionally triggered an unpleasant memory for Ayato. She may not have known, but it still doesn’t excuse what she did.

“I wanted to get him a gift. I did not know that…it would do that to him.” Ayaka tried to hold back her tears, the instinct to not appear weak blooming in her. “But it doesn’t excuse what I’ve done. I’m so sorry. If neither you or my brother forgives me, I understand. But…I still wish to see him.” She swallowed. Her pride thrown away. “I know I have no right after what happened, but…”

Diluc sighed, and looking back at him, Ayaka saw that his earlier rage at her had mostly dissipated, an understanding look replaced it, like he had made the same mistake she did, long ago.

“It’s…fine. You couldn’t have known. Let me guess, you bought those flowers because they match his hair color?”

“Precisely…”

“Then there’s no need for guilt. However, to avoid future incidents, you should do well to avoid saying that…name again.” Diluc spat out the word ‘name’ like it was poison to him. “As well as another one…though it is doubtful you will ever actually use it, it’s still something to keep in mind.”

“What is it?”

Diluc grimaced. “It’s Flower.”

-

Ayaka came back into the room soon enough.

Ayato wished she hadn’t.

Because she saw his vulnerability, the years worth of trauma and his fractured state of mind. She saw how pathetic and disgraceful he’s become.

He was doing so well too. But that name, that goddamn name was all it took to spit upon his progress.

It wasn’t even as old as that…other one, it was more recent if his memories are to be believed. But they still held as much power as that other one. Why can words have this much influence on him?

And now he’s a quivering mess because of it. All over a gift. For gods’ sake, he’s an adult, not a child. He shouldn’t let something as small as this affect him.

“A-”

“Please leave.” Ayato blurted out before he could stop himself. “I don’t want you to see me like this.”

“Are you…still scared of me?” Ayaka asked, her eyes holding guilt and worry. “I promise, I won’t do it again. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

“It’s not your fault.” Ayato watches as she slowly moved towards him, cautious in her steps as if afraid of overstepping any boundaries.

“Please, don’t blame yourself.” Ayaka cooed, slowly taking his hand, and when seeing no negative reaction associated with the action, she rubbed comforting circles on the top of his hand. “It’s okay…it’s okay…I’m not mad at you.”

She should be.

Ayato just ruined her day by having a freakout over nothing, over a gift she wanted to give him. She should be yelling at him, she should be livid over this. Why can’t she see that he isn’t worth anything? Why can’t she see that he doesn’t deserve any of this?

Why can’t she see just how pathetic he’s become?

Ayato hated how much he had changed. It was to be expected, but he still hated it. He hated feeling this timid or meek over the smallest things. He hated making everyone worry over him, making them treat him like he was glass. He hated taking and taking and never giving anything back in return.

He hated feeling so useless.

Ayaka shouldn’t be treating him so kindly. She shouldn’t be. He doesn’t deserve it.

And yet, here she was, whispering comforting sweet nothings to him, apologizing for a mistake he caused.

Would she still do this for him if she knew what he had done to their parents?

Why did that stupid word still affected him to this day? Why he can’t see…those things the same way again? He was out, he was free. He didn’t have to worry about her anymore.

So why did it seem like even when out of her grasp, he can still be played by invisible puppet strings?

“I-”

“I should be the one apologizing, not you.” Ayaka laughed sadly for a moment. “This wasn’t your fault. It was mine.”

“You couldn’t have known.”

“Perhaps, but it was still wrong of me to do that to you.”

Silence permeated the air, and neither of them spoke for a while, as if afraid of what would happen if they did break it.

Then one of them decided to break the silence, before his thoughts can spiral luckily.

“I promise you, I vow to find the one who did this to you.” Ayaka’s voice broke off into a growl before it returned back to a serene and regal tone. “If you’ll allow me, that is. If you need me to stay with you, I will do that. If you need me to stay away, I will heed by your desire. I just want you get better, and I won’t demand anything else from you.”

This felt wrong. So wrong.

A wave of shame passed through Ayato, reminding him that he was essentially a child now. With how Ayaka’s approaching the subject matter with him, it was clear in his eyes. Being this weak and vulnerable was something he hated, but he couldn’t help it.

“You won’t find her anyway.”

“You may think that way, but I’ll still try. She will pay for what she did to you.”

Ayato wished he could believe that.

-

Ayaka left the room soon enough. It pained her to leave her brother alone after what had just transpired, but she needed to know. She has to know what happened to him. Those fear-filled screams still echoed in her mind, reminding her of how traumatized he’s become.

That woman was lucky she never found her. She swore to do ten times worse to her if she ever gets her hands on that vile creature, far worse than what she did to anyone who tried to kill her. But someday, that will change.

She promised him that, even if the odds of that happening are low.

“How did it go?” Diluc asked as soon as he spotted her.

“It went as well as I hoped.” Ayaka responds. “I don’t ever want to see him like that again.”

“I suppose you would want to know what happened to him, I take it?”

“Yes.” Ayaka nodded. “Please, tell me all you know.”


Notes for the Chapter:
Oh Ayaka…maybe it’s better for you if you don’t know all the details
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By the time the many, many gruesome accounts ended, Ayaka was on the verge of breaking down, only held together by a small part of her screaming at her to stay strong, to not seem weak and helpless in front of someone she doesn’t know. Her body radiated with anger, begging for an outlet that she cannot give as it build and build inside of her with every new sickening detail she learned, reinforcing the idea of her hunting that woman down and killing her when she gets the chance.

Diluc told her as much as he could, but Ayaka can tell he was leaving some details out judging by the expression on his face. His eyes darting around when discussing certain topics, a sense of shame radiating off of him. She thought about calling him out for this, but she was too distracted by the horrific circumstances her brother was forced to endure, for years.

Ayaka knew it wasn’t fair or logical, but she blamed herself for this. For Ayato’s suffering. She was the only one allowed to remain free, she had the resources to continue the search, all the way across the world. And while she did send many ninjas overseas to try and find her family, most of them never returned. And the ones who did found nothing.

Her hope had waned, and that was why all these horrible things happened to Ayato. Because she was giving up hope.

She was giving up on him. She had given up on him.

How these mental gymnastics came to be doesn’t matter. Because Ayaka was starting to believe it, her heart twisting with unfounded yet terrifyingly logical guilt.

“Miss.” Diluc called out to her, breaking her out of her thoughts, but unsuccessfully chasing away the guilt. “If you’re blaming yourself for this, don’t.”

Ayaka’s eyes widened slightly, wondering how Diluc had managed to read her mind.

“Believe me, it would do you no good to think you’re responsible for this. You are at no fault, and never will be. What matters is that you’re here now.”

She wished she could believe his words. The guilt was already seeping into the recesses of her mind, infecting every nook and cranny it came across until it convinced her that she is indeed at fault. It was like an automatic response that couldn’t be turned off.

If she had searched the right places…

A part of her screamed at her to believe Diluc’s words. That he’s right in that she shouldn’t be blaming herself for this. That logically and factually speaking, that woman was responsible for their suffering.

But Ayaka can’t bring herself to believe it. Like something was physically and mentally preventing her from doing so.

It was frustrating. The young woman she became can kill someone in one fell swoop, without sparing a second thought for them, with little to no sympathy or empathy from how desensitized she became over this subject. So why was this bothering her?

Ayaka has to stop herself from thinking too much about this before she does something stupid. She has to recompose herself, and look dignified. To let herself be reduced to a mess by some words was preposterous.

So, she focused on what Diluc last said, and followed off on that.

“Sir Kaeya told me you were unreasonable.”

“Of course.” Diluc sighed, but his gaze lacked any real anger or indignation. All there is is mild annoyance. “Don’t believe everything he says, especially if it’s about me.”

“Duly noted.” Ayaka nods, her gaze turning to the room her brother is in, her heart twisting with guilt at the memory of triggering him by mistake. It only happened about thirty minutes ago, but it felt like it had been years since it happened. She wanted to go back in and comfort him, assure him that she never meant to hurt him and that she will do everything she can to make sure she doesn’t do it again.

But there was another problem she needed to address. And luckily for her, the recipient is right there in front of her.

“I have something else to ask of you, if you do not mind me switching the topic.”

Diluc quirked an eyebrow at her words. “Go on.”

“Earlier today, me and my brother spoke about our…separate living situations. And he suggested to visit his homeland with me when I eventually depart from Mondstadt.”

“And I suppose you want me to approve of it?”

Ayaka nods. “Correct.”

Diluc stood there in silence for a long while, a contemplative look on his face as he considers what she had said. And while Ayaka knew she can’t force him to make a decision, she hopes that he decides to go along with her and accept. This was only temporary for now, and there was no way of knowing Ayato’s final decision at the moment. That was only something that can be known through time. Time she wishes to spend with him.

Was it slightly selfish? Perhaps, but he was the only family member she had left. Even if it wasn’t befitting her status as Commissioner, wasn’t it natural to be a little clingy?

Maybe she hasn’t really grown from being the younger sister.

“Before I give my answer…” Diluc spoke at last, looking at her with a stern gaze. “…you must know something.”

“And that is…?”

“I’ve told you all that I can with your brother’s permission, but as you know, there are many details I left out.” The grip on his crossed arms became tighter, as guilt entered his eyes. “If…your brother refuses to divulge in certain…details…do not try and find alternative ways to know about it. Wait until he’s comfortable enough to explain certain things…don’t make the same mistake I did.”

“…I promise.”

Ayaka wasn’t planning on doing that anyways, but the way Diluc explained things made her worry about so many things all at once. The things she got from him were bad enough already; what worse things were done to her brother? And what was this ‘mistake’ Diluc made?

But she didn’t have time to dwell on those things, nor does she need to, as Diluc responds with what she wants to hear.

“He can go with you.”

-

“How much did he tell you?” That was the first thing Ayato asked when Ayaka came back into the room he was in.

Truth be told, he did hear some parts of the conversation, with the occasional yelling and all, and also he may have gotten a little curious on the matter.

But the interesting thing is, Diluc never mentioned any of…‘those things’ he witnessed in an…unconventional matter.

That moment still haunted his mind. It led to rough times, and remembering long repressed memories he never wants to remember again. They’ve already moved past that point, but sometimes he can’t help but recall those times, and shudder at the thought.

“As much as he could with your permission, as promised.” Ayaka says, having a disturbed look on her face. Ayato doesn’t blame her; whether or not the descriptions were graphic in detail, anyone with a sane mind would most likely feel sick upon hearing the things done to him. Still, there were things he would rather either tell himself, or things he prefer to never speak about, even under the most dire of circumstances.

“You’re really okay with it?” Ayaka asks, snapping him out of his thoughts. “With having your…experiences be told through another person?”

“Wouldn’t be much better if you didn’t know anything, and found it all out the hard way.” Ayato responds in a dry manner, hiding how he really feels about the whole thing. He really doesn’t want another panic attack to happen because of lack of knowledge on his…sensitivities, to put it lightly.

“I see…”

It became quiet for a while, until Ayaka decides to say something.

“Sir Diluc has agreed to allow your visit.”

Ayato looks up, surprised but delighted by the news. Though it meant leaving Mondstadt behind for a long while, it’s not like it’ll be a permanent farewell.

“So…I know it’s early, but…are you ready?”

He’s the one who made the suggestion. There’s no point in backing out now, not that he wants to anyway.

“…I’m ready.”

-

“Have you packed everything you need?”

“Yes.”

“You didn’t forget anything did you?”

“I didn’t. I made sure of it.”

“You-”

“Diluc.” Ayato couldn’t help but crack a smile at how Diluc’s acting like a parent, constantly asking their child if they got everything they need for a trip. “It’s fine. I don’t have much here anyways. You don’t have to worry.” The only things he really has of value here were clothes, medication, scar cream and various gifts by anyone who decided to take the time out of their day to see him.

It’s a little funny but amazing to see how Diluc has changed throughout the years of knowing him, ever since that day in the facility. To say Diluc has grown soft wouldn’t exactly be correct, but it wouldn’t be entirely incorrect either.

He was still the ‘scary adult’ as Klee refers to him, and Ayato must admit he was a little scared of him too when he first met him, but he has definitely mellowed out over the course of staying in Dawn Winery. A little kinder, a little more patient, but still merciless when it came to his enemies. The changes seem small, but they’re still significant. Only those who are already close or make the effort to get to know him will see these changes.

And knowing that it was him who started these changes in him made him feel a little fuzzy inside. Like it was his way of returning the favor, repaying for everything Diluc has done for him.

Ayato knew that there was nothing he could do that can compare to what Diluc had done for him, nothing that can amount to ending the nightmare he’s been living in for so long.

But there was still something he can do for him.

Diluc huffed, but the soft look in his eyes did all the talking for him. “It doesn’t hurt to be cautious.”

“Sure…”

Ayato laughed, turning around and going to grab something out of the bag he’s packed his (very few) belongings in, taking out a small red gift box and pushing it into Diluc’s hands.

“Here.”

Diluc looked at it for a few seconds, stunned. Then, he took the box and opened the lid.

A thick, red rope from Inazuma was shown, long enough to be used for various purposes. But really, it’s mainly used for adding variety to clothing.

Ayato made the effort to give everyone he knows in Mondstadt a parting gift before he goes on his visit. It was part of the reason why he went on an impromptu shopping trip during the last few days of Ayaka’s vacation. He wanted everyone to know he appreciates for all they’ve done for him, whether or not their contributions were big or small.

A case with a variety of pens for Jean, a bouquet of calla lilies for Kaeya, a custom-made plushie shaped like Dodoco for Klee, a newly made sweet and non-alcoholic drink for Venti, a new feather duster for Adelinde and a poorly stitched but well appreciated Baron Bunny plushie for Amber (one that doesn’t explode). A letter was also sent to Gandharva Ville in Sumeru alongside with the outrider’s, one that acted as a temporary goodbye, and even a letter that is set for Snezhnaya was sent (without a certain someone knowing of course).

All of them had relatively simple gifts. But for Diluc, he wanted to do something much more special. After all, he’s the one who freed him from the torment and helped him even when he doesn’t know how.

But before the day came to an end, he found a foreign merchant from Inazuma selling it for a relatively cheap price, and it was the last in stock.

It was perfect.

“I know you aren’t accustomed to Inazuma’s culture, but I still want you to have it…like a thank you gift for all you’ve done for me.”

Diluc stared at the rope for a good few seconds, but they felt like an eternity had passed. Before Ayato could wonder if he didn’t like the present, his hands reached for it and were held in those gloved palms delicately like it was a newborn baby.

Then he looked up at him with a soft and gentle smile. “You do know you’re not the only one who received assistance with your arrival into my life, right?”

“I know.” He smiled back, this one feeling genuine and real. “But you did so much for me. You sacrificed so much for me; a stranger you didn’t know.”

Diluc laughed humourlessly. “I wouldn’t have cared if I wasn’t assigned that mission.”

“That doesn’t matter now. Because you still saved me.”

As Diluc placed the rope on the table, Ayato took this as an opportunity to go forward and envelop him in a hug he initiated on his own.

“And I can’t ever thank you enough for that.”

Diluc returned the embrace.

“You’re most welcome.”

-

Before reentering Inazuma’s version of society, the siblings agreed that Ayato should have some kind of alternate identity in the event he decides to not stay in Inazuma, and to protect him from anyone looking to shake him for information on his and their parents’ disappearances. They settled on obscuring his identity with a hood attached to a cloak, as well as some makeup to make it harder for people to identify him on the streets. Blue isn’t exactly a common hair color in Inazuma, so they decided on the excuse of his hair being dyed or just wearing a wig, but Ayato opposed the idea of - in his own words - ‘looking like an old man’ with the latter. Ayaka was ashamed to admit she practically snorted at the image that formed in her head but thankfully it was only her and her brother in the room when it happened.

It felt so strange, yet so right to be able to just speak with her brother in a more…normal setting. Where neither of them have to worry about what the other has been through, or about anything that can ruin the small bit of peace they crafted in the short amount of time they found each other. Ayaka still couldn’t let go of her usual regal and elegant speech patterns in favor of more casual talk, but Ayato doesn’t seem to mind, and if he did he was hiding it well.

Once everything’s been settled and their belongings were packed up nicely (the difference is staggering to say the least) the siblings went onto a ship that is charted for Inazuma and set off.

Ayaka made sure to get her brother underneath the ship as soon as she could for one reason. And that was so he couldn’t see the water.

While Ayato doesn’t have a major reaction to water, it still makes him uncomfortable whenever he looks at a body of water without anything else to distract him. That was one of the many things Diluc told her, and it still makes her sick to think about. But it was necessary in order to avoid the risk of triggering another panic attack.

“You didn’t have to do that.” Ayato said as they settled in their temporary room for the trip, his eyes turning to the window every now and again. “It’s not as bad as you think.”

Ayaka narrowed her eyes at him, half out of concern, and half out of frustration at him for not recognizing his limits. “Based on what I was told, I believe the opposite of what you said is true.”

A grimace briefly crosses his face before it disappeared. “It’s fine.” Ayato responds, sighing. “I can handle it.” At least his stubbornness seems to be one trait he retained, even if it isn’t as prominent than it once was.

“You shouldn’t rush the process.”

A silence fell over the siblings after that, their gazes softening the longer they maintained eye contact with one another. Then, one of them spoke up, switching the topic and breaking the silence.

“…do you think Thoma will accept me?”

“Of course he would.” Ayaka responds, suddenly growing concerned at the question her brother gave her. “He misses you so much; why wouldn’t he accept you?”

“It’s just…” Ayato runs a hand over his face, a sigh leaving his throat. “…I’m different now. Too different from the one he once knew. I know you say he wouldn’t judge me for anything but…”

“Are you afraid to see him again?”

“…Something like that.”

Ayato and Thoma knew each other long before she was born, in a way that it seemed like the two were best friends, according to their mother. So it was natural to wonder and ponder if your oldest friend would still recognize or accept you should you have disappeared and changed in any way.

Ayaka smiles. “I believe I can provide some evidence.”

She sits closer to him, not close enough to where he would become uncomfortable, but enough that it lets him know that she’s here. “Thoma stood with me this whole time, and not once did he ever consider backing out, even when things were bleak. He witnessed me…changing throughout the years, but…he accepted me. He accepted who I’ve became. So if he can do that…” She held one of his hands in her own gently. “…then he can accept the new you.”

Ayaka wonders for a brief moment if Thoma would really accept her if he knew about everything she had done. Guuji Yae and the Shuumatsuban did well to cover up her tracks once she earned her leadership, but she can’t help but feel like someday her crimes will be exposed and everything she worked for will be in vain.

It’s always been her biggest fear since securing her position.

Ayato was silent for a long while, until he spoke again. “…even if the new me is broken?”

Ayaka gently squeezes his hand. “You’re not broken. Just because you need more help than ever doesn’t mean you’re broken. You’re so strong to have survived such torment and hardship, and while your spirit is weathered, it has not been snuffed out. I know it’s hard for you to believe, but please know that you won’t be blamed for what happened.”

Maybe someday, he can really, truly believe those words and no longer feel misplaced guilt.

But for now, all she can do is repeat these words and reassurances, and be there for him whenever she can.

-

When the ship reached the Ritou docks, familiarity immediately washed over him. The ocean scent perpetually filling the air, the many ships and boats coming and going from the docks, various people conversing with one another over a variety of different topics…it all came back to him, like rediscovering a lost toy from your youth you used to play with.

Under the hood, Ayato can feel tears enveloping his eyes, from the mere sight of Ritou’s port and the occasional maple leaf being swept away in the wind. It’s been so long since he’s been able to see it again. It’s been so long since he saw Inazuma again.

He didn’t think he would ever be ready to see his homeland again, for a variety of reasons. But being able to actually see what it all looks like now without having to rely on his dreams and his memories…

…it felt confusing. Strange, but liberating all the same. Ritou appears to not have changed much since he had…left, fitting the nation’s central aspect of eternity quite nicely.

For reasons unknown, it felt…comforting to know that his homeland, or at least parts of it, haven’t changed the last time he set foot in here. Like returning to your childhood home and finding that it hasn’t changed in the slightest.

“What do you think?” Ayaka asks, looking at him fondly.

“Nothing changed much since the last time I was here.” Ayato responds, smiling. “It’s…nice.”

“I’m glad you think so.”

The two walked through the docks and out of the corner of his eyes, several people, guards or sailors or visitors stopped whatever they were doing to stare at them. He can hear their whispered conversations about them, pondering, theorizing on the ‘new person the Yashiro Commissioner has brought back’.

Oh if only they knew, if they still cared that is.

It’s been years since he appeared in the public. It’s understandable if many if not everyone forgot about him.

No one dared to try and approach them, and the walk through the docks ended up being less troublesome than he imagined. And when it came to security and identity checks, Ayaka handled that for the both of them.

Under any other circumstances, Ayaka would prefer to show him around Ritou so he can get reacquainted with the area, but she needed to get back to the Yashiro Commission so she can get back to work and make sure Thoma isn’t collapsing from the pressure. Ayato understood her position and settled for visiting Ritou some other time when they return home.

Home. Their home.

Yes, everything is going to be okay.

-

That earlier sentiment was proven wrong when coming face-to-face with an eerily similar and familiar forest.

The forest that was the origin of their suffering. The place where it all started.

They weren’t even in the forest itself; the mere sight of it caused him to freeze in place, the area feeling colder than it was before, and that wasn’t due to Ayaka’s Vision this time. He was aware that he was shaking, trembling on the spot. The only trigger was this dark forest.

Ayato can still remember that day, even if his memory is spotty and unreliable at this point. He can still remember the fighting, his sister being rendered unconscious, succumbing to unconsciousness himself only to wake up in a horrible, horrible nightmare.

He knew it was irrational, but the sight of the forest awakened so much dread and anxiety in him. What if it turned out like last time? What if she’s hiding in the forest, waiting for the moment to snatch him away again? What if-

“I know you’re scared.” Ayaka’s voice brought him out of his spiralling thoughts. She looked at him with a gentle and patient smile, with a twinge of her own fear mixed in. “But the forest won’t hurt us again. I’ll make sure of it.”

It’s not that he doubts her. Ayaka has proven herself to be capable in multiple areas of expertise already. But in the corners of his mind, something told him that something was going to go wrong the moment they set foot into that forest. Something that tugged and clawed at his heart, trying to convince him that it was correct. That the voice should be listened to.

“I know you will. But…I still don’t feel at ease.”

“Would it help to stay close?” Ayaka suggested. “I don’t believe taking the longer route would be advisable. There’s often…rogue activity over there.”

Ayato hated himself for being so hesitant. He hated having to inconvenience others because of his own problems, especially since now the person being affected by this is his own sister. She has a duty to return to. She has a life to return to. He shouldn’t be slowing her down.

This forest shouldn’t scare him so badly. It was only a single incident. It wasn’t going to happen again.

So why can’t he bring himself to believe it?

“I can’t bring much evidence to your current beliefs but…” Ayaka’s voice brought him out of his stupor. “…I promise to protect you if anything happens in there. I promise.”

“You shouldn’t have.” Ayato responds, now feeling a pit forming in his stomach.

“I still hold my stance on this.” Ayaka says, looking in no rush or hurry to get back as she looked at him with nothing but patience and understanding. Something he didn’t deserve.

But it would be horrible to let that go to waste. He already agreed to this; there’s no going back now.

“…okay.”

He looks at his feet, urging them to move.

One step.

Two steps.

Three steps.

Still, walking through the forest felt like walking into a death trap. The ominous and dark atmosphere didn’t help much.

Before, Chinju Forest didn’t present any problems. It was just a forest that had unique surroundings, one that just happened to be connected to his home. Before, it was merely a walk up or down from the estate.

Now, it felt suffocating. His chest tightened as he took slow, hesitating steps on the path, his grip on the cane becoming so strong he was surprised he didn’t get any splinters from the wood. Every shadow can be a hiding spot for any malicious individuals, and every noise no matter how little, has the capability to belong to unfriendly faces.

He forced himself to try and push those thoughts away. Remind himself that nothing is going to happen. That he’s going home, not walking to his doom.

“You’re doing good.” Ayaka is most definitely wearing a smile, even if Ayato can’t see her do it, focusing more on the path ahead. But it’s nice to hear that he’s doing well, even if he can feel beads of sweat dripping and his frame shake. It felt a little silly to be encouraged by his younger sister to do what would normally be a simple task for most, but a warm feeling settled in his chest regardless of any outside opinions his mind, or anyone else may have.

The forest is still foreboding, but there’s at least the solace of knowing it’ll end soon, and that his sister is by his side, safe, and not unconscious or potentially dead. This wasn’t going to be like last time, even when the family has been cut down to the two siblings.

If he was able to have a mostly normal recovery over the years, and survive and thrive in spite of all of it, then he can handle going through an old, dark forest.

This time, nothing happened. No one came out for an ambush, nothing that sounded like footsteps inched closer or were heard. And though it’ll be difficult to replicate that same feeling again for a second time through the forest, this was a start.

-

The familiar sight of the Kamisato Estate brought back many fond memories that remained dormant for a while now. To be able to see that it’s still standing tall and proud to this day without relying on others’ accounts or speculations made him feel…so relieved and happy. Especially after that stressful and frankly horrible trip through the forest.

Unfortunately, Ayato didn’t have the time to stare at his home and take in the familiar sights as a few voices spoke up.

“Lady Kamisato! You’re back!” The guards at the gates bowed upon realizing Ayaka was present at the estate, their eyes filled with respect and devotion for her. “And you brought a guest with you…?”

“That’s correct. Though a more appropriate way to address him is…a retuning guest, so to speak.” Ayaka responds.

They agreed that the staff should be kept in the dark about his true identity for now, as to not overwhelm him so quickly. At some point they will have to know who he really is, but for now the secret will be guarded between the siblings and Thoma.

Thoma…

Despite Ayaka’s reassurances, Ayato can’t seem to convince himself that their reunion would end well. The one with Ayaka, it was unexpected. This time, he’ll need to mentally prepare himself for the inevitable.

It’s not that he doesn’t want to see him again. Ayato definitely wants to at least talk again. It’s confusing, to put it lightly. Was he afraid of the meeting itself, or is something more psychological at play here?

“What do you mean by ‘returning guest’ Lady Kamisato?” The guard asked, looking at him with a confused expression. If he looked under the hood, would he recognize him?

“If you’re lucky, you’ll see soon.”

The siblings walked through the gates without any further interruption as the guards were too confused to speak back.

Servants and guards alike turned to look at them both as they walked through the courtyard. Greetings were exchanged between them and Ayaka occasionally, and Ayato would wave at them just to be polite. Some faces he recognize have now aged with time, while others were new and unfamiliar.

Even if the exterior didn’t change, the people at the commission certainly have. Even eternity can’t stop that.

Soon enough, they enter the estate itself, and they walked down the still beautiful and exquisite hallways to a sliding door that Ayato once knew and distantly remembers as his father’s office.

Before the inevitable happens, Ayato goes to hide in one of the rooms lining the hallway. They agreed that he should be in hiding for now as to not overwhelm Thoma with his presence and to take it slow.

“Thoma.” Ayaka lightly knocked on the door. Shuffling was promptly heard from behind the door and no sooner than three seconds, it slid open.

Thoma looked relatively the same from the last time he actually saw him in person, only his blonde hair was longer and looked a little disheveled. Bags were under his green eyes, eyes that look so utterly exhausted. Ayaka mentioned that Thoma volunteered to be temporary Commissioner while she’s on vacation; were a few days enough to make him look like this?

Still, in spite of his appearance, Thoma made the effort to summon up a smile for Ayaka.

“My lady, you’re back! How was your vacation?” His voice was slurred slightly, but otherwise it sounded just like the last time he heard it. Filled with warmth and friendliness.

Ayato never thought it would be possible to miss a voice.

“It went well.” Ayaka nods, smiling. “I brought someone who would like to meet you from my resting time.”

“Oh? And who is that?”

Ayaka turned around and gave a knowing smile at him. Ayato tells himself that there’s no need for worry, that is going to go well. Thoma doesn’t seem to have changed much other than becoming much more responsible than ever.

He steps out and takes off his hood, revealing himself to Thoma.

Green eyes locked with lilac, both pairs widening at the sight of one another.

“…A…Ayato?” Thoma’s voice was barely more audible than a whisper, but Ayato heard it clearly. He gave a shaky smile.

“It’s me, Thoma. It’s me.”

At once, Thoma enveloped him in a hug, both of them falling to the ground, too absorbed with their emotions to continue standing. Any etiquette or manners long forgotten.

“You’re…you’re back. You’re really here again…”

“…Thoma…” In the blonde’s presence, Ayato felt old feelings rushing back all at once like a tidal wave. But instead of threatening to sweep him under, it was more akin to feeling a light rain drop fall on your face. Brief, sudden, but pleasant all the same. “…I…I’m sorry…”

“Don’t be. It’s not your fault. You’re here now.” Thoma sounded like he was on the verge of crying, yet his voice was so full of relief.

“…yes, I’m here now.”


Notes for the Chapter:
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