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  Author's Note


This book contains material that may make readers uncomfortable. This list is to give everyone a broad idea of what they can expect to find, but not necessarily comprehensive. Let’s dive in: 
Violence (stabbing, fighting, hitting)
Imprisonment
Blood
Murder
Death
Suicide
Underage drinking
Underage smoking
Drug use
Self-harm
One (1) nonconsensual kiss
Brief mention of CSA
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  one
Autumn Gale


What a fucking disaster. 
Within a spinning blur of seconds, a simple retrieval mission had become infinitely more complex, and Obito’s thoughts kept circling back to the same conclusion: this was a fucking disaster. Whatever Master Yujin sent him and Daisuke to bring back from Zhu was clearly not a simple artifact as they’d been led to believe, and on top of it being stolen from their possession with humiliating ease, his partner was missing. That was dangerous enough for any young onmitsu in this situation, but a multitude of factors stacked against Daisuke meant they were racing an invisible clock to reunite. However, hours of hunting through Perena’s most prominent slave port hadn’t shown Obito even a single trace of his friend, leaving his anxieties to fester the longer he looked.
He glanced toward the sun, now an orange sphere nestled low in a pink sky and wrapped in a sheen of haze against distant, heavy purple clouds—wintry weather would come early this year. The skies also told him he’d have no choice but to abandon his search soon, as trying to find Daisuke in the dark wasn’t going to yield different results.
The pair had previously designated the inn where they were staying as a place to meet should they become separated; reluctant as he was, Obito eventually convinced himself it’d be wise to return to this point. Although he doubted his luck would change much, it was a better plan than aimlessly wandering Zhu’s streets. 
Unfortunately, it also looked like his best option, as asking anything of the public sector seemed pointless. The average citizen rarely took note of differences between each Northern Nomad they encountered, and one never knew where certain parts of society’s underbelly lurked in a crowd, namely the slave hunters who had an undeniable presence in the city. Obito thought he’d understood why Daisuke was so ill at ease throughout their westward travels from the Capital, and had tried not to be dismissive of his friend’s many, valid concerns about staying in Zhu. Being faced with reality felt so much worse than anything he could’ve imagined. Now that he had to entertain possibilities of where his companion could’ve gone, abject horror wrapped around him as worry relentlessly squeezed at his insides.
“Gods be damned,” he cursed between gritted teeth as he pulled his fingers through his dark hair, trying to suppress his renewed agitation—letting panic win wouldn’t help.
He chose to keep the few remaining fragments of his rationality in check by retracing his steps one last time. When he arrived at his final stop, a fresh wave of disappointment sank his heart into the pit of his stomach like a stone. He helplessly stared at the potter’s demolished home as he had hours before; it still lay in a smoldering heap of glowing embers, debris, and rubble from the strange black flames which consumed it earlier. Crowds that gathered to mourn or speculate didn’t look as if they planned to disperse anytime soon, but Daisuke wasn’t among them, nor was he nearby from what Obito could see.
He’d at least managed to recover his tanto from the alley where they’d encountered the cloaked figures, but it was one success while so many other things had gone wrong. With his partner missing during the largest slave auction day on the continent, two civilians senselessly and brutally killed, and the focus of their assignment stolen, calling the whole operation an abysmal failure didn’t seem to lend the gravity of the situation any justice.
He turned away from the destroyed home to return to the inn as nighttime shadows fully consumed the city. Originally, he and Daisuke had planned to rush home with the strange artifact—he supposed that, even though the situation had changed, he still should’ve been making those preparations. According to onmitsu protocol, should an operative become separated from his teammate in a highly dangerous situation, they needed to seek reinforcements from other spies straightaway. As far as Obito knew, the Capital was his closest hope. He ruled against going back as soon as the thought crossed his mind—no amount of incompetence or unwillingness from the local infantry would make abandoning his friend an option. By the time he returned home and relayed what little information he had, Daisuke could be miles away or worse before anyone investigated his whereabouts. Even if Master Yujin showed immense concern and sent out teams right away, there was no guarantee anyone could find him by then.
Speaking of the Intelligence Master, Obito knew he didn’t have a chance of processing events on his own. He needed Daisuke to corroborate his story—both for his sanity’s sake and preserving his good reputation with Master Yujin.
The innkeeper’s head swiveled around at the jingle of a bell strung to the door when Obito entered the main hall; the tray he held over his head, loaded with foaming tankards of brown ale and delicate sake cups alike, wobbled slightly at the abrupt stop. Obito instinctively tensed, prepared to help the man catch anything that might fall, which thankfully wasn’t necessary in the end. The innkeeper gracefully swerved around some tunelessly singing drunks, then dropped off the order before tucking the tray under his arm and marching toward Obito, who had frozen place after accidentally meeting his demanding eyes.
Without a word, he made a subtle motion for Obito to follow him as he passed by, but didn’t otherwise acknowledge his younger counterpart until he’d safely slipped behind the counter.
He spoke in a low voice once Obito joined him, “Now, I know there’s supposed to be two of you. What happened to your little friend?”
“We…got separated.”
Obito hadn’t wavered in his previous assessment about not knowing who to trust, but Hayate hadn’t shown him or Daisuke an ounce of ill will over the last two weeks; he was aware that one never went anywhere without the other. Moreover, he understood why. Obito decided he’d adjust accordingly and leave judgement for what the next few passes in their conversation revealed.
The innkeeper’s face set into a stern expression, underlined with a bit of worry he couldn’t disguise. “Awfully dangerous for a Northern Nomadic boy to get lost in these parts, you know. Not to mention, probably one of the worst nights for it to happen.”
“I’m aware, believe it or not,” Obito replied, unable to keep the defensive edge out of his tone as his shoulders reflexively stiffened.
“Easy, easy, I’m not your enemy.” Hayate’s eyes shifted toward something on his left.
Obito’s gaze subconsciously trailed and landed on an ink painting of a higanbana tucked away on a sidewall. By the time he finished absorbing the sight of the spider lily and looked back, Hayate was already busy with another patron, discussing room rates while pumping more of the sour-smelling ale from a tap.
“We both already know where you need to go looking. After all, it’s easiest to eliminate the most obvious suspect, first.” Hayate leaned forward on his elbow when he was able to continue their discussion. “But, listen, don’t let this higanbana get your hopes up. His Highness has greatly limited what I’m allowed to do, and Senator Hajime knows my face—you won’t be able to get near his estate if I’m involved.”
“It sounds like you have issues with the Senator.”
“Where to begin? The man loathes me. When I first took Zhu as my post, I kept a close watch over Senator Hajime on Yu—Master Yujin’s behalf. Local politics and all. Killed a few of his guards, freed dozens of his slaves over time—I…I suppose those are stories for another day, though. Anyway, since His Highness has my neck in a noose nowadays, I’m not as…able to get mixed up with the Senator’s business.” Hayate’s face had gone from pride, to amusement, to quiet regret as he spoke.
“Willing,” you mean. Obito clenched his jaw to keep the thought from escaping. While he didn’t believe it to be wrong, and wasn’t against saying it aloud, this wasn’t the time to discuss it. His personal feelings aside, he understood why anyone would hesitate to bring themselves under the Emperor’s scrutiny—all the gods couldn’t help him or Daisuke when Akuwara learned of what happened here. He looked up when Hayate straightened again.
“More to the point,” the innkeeper continued, “Your face isn’t known. And if you find someone at the barracks who’s willing to help, you might be able to get somewhere; like onmitsu, the patrol units here tend to work in pairs. Maybe someone will want to swap with you for a day.”
“Are any of the captains worth my time?”
“You would hope. I’m afraid they’re nice and snug in the Senator’s pocket.”
Irritated, Obito rolled his eyes. He thought through their conversation for a moment, then turned toward the rest of the main room, where his eyes subconsciously landed on a city map Hayate nailed to the far wall. Since Okaran products—namely slaves—were among the primary goods Zhu and its surrounding villages provided the rest of Perena, he already held doubts that anyone at the infantry outpost would help. Not many would be willing to pit their livelihoods or reputations against Senator Hajime’s influence in the first place; the handful of people who might was a number which would fall further when they learned the request was on a Northern Nomadic person’s behalf. It was a grim, infuriating reality, but a wider problem to face in the future.
“I’m sorry I personally can’t do more to get involved, but as the senior onmitsu here, I can give you full permission to act as you see fit.”
Obito barely spared Hayate a glance. “I plan to.”

      [image: ]“Fuck,” Daisuke moaned as he opened his eyes to the warm glow of a lantern. His head throbbed at the gentle intrusion of light as his surroundings slowly came into focus. The ground beneath him was cold and hard, and he stared at a stone wall as he lay on his side. 
He jerked upright at the sudden realization that he wasn’t at the inn with Obito, though he instantly regretted it. Not only did his headache worsen, but he had to clutch his right side to calm a sudden jab of pain—he must’ve landed on his tanto. He could never let Master Yujin know he’d finally learned to keep it at the back of his belt the hard way.
Another surge of panic swelled in his chest when he noted his weapon’s absence. He couldn’t feel his dagger anywhere on him, and despite how it made his head spin, he quickly looked at the rest of the cramped room. He seemed to be trapped in a cell of sorts. He lurched to his feet and stumbled toward the iron bars, but something heavy on his wrists and arms kept him from moving too far, which was when he finally realized he’d been chained to the cell’s back wall. He groaned and gripped the wall beside him for support instead as the pain radiating from his hip to his ribs flared from all the unwanted activity. Broken bits of glass were also digging into his side, a little above the sore spot. An area of sopping wetness on his uniform clung to his skin, which meant the vials he’d stored there had shattered from some sort of impact. They weren’t filled with deadly tinctures, thankfully, but the liquids made his fresh cuts burn and itch. He winced at the added weight on his arms when he moved them to assess things. What little was left of the bottles slipped from loops he’d sewn into his uniform when he opened his black gi and shitagi to confirm. He swore under his breath, shook out bigger pieces along with nearly invisible fragments, then braced himself against the cold, stone wall, and brushed his free hand along his side to scrape away anything left. He carefully avoided the large red and purple bruise the tanto left behind.
Everything was still a blurry mess in his mind. A sentient shadow—he couldn’t think of another way to describe it—had wrapped around him, rendered him immobile, and ripped him away from Obito as if he’d been sucked into a violent whirlwind. It also took the box containing the stupid artifact they’d retrieved from the potter’s house moments beforehand. Evidently, he’d lost consciousness at some point during the chaos. It didn’t fill in all the gaps in his memory, or explain how he’d ended up in this situation, but he figured that would come later.
As if on cue, a sudden, visceral image of his father screaming at him while hitting him burst before his eyes; he blinked it away before the memory sank its claws into his psyche. What happened after the shadow grabbed him returned with pervasive clarity. It pulled him under a shroud of intense, dark melancholy that challenged his will to live as it showed him more than he could bear of similar incidents from his life. Every shade of humanity’s ugliness he’d experienced since childhood, all the deep heartache and immense anger left behind by parents who never showed affection or mercy—the gloom forced him to feel every ounce of pain he hid beneath a stubborn and fiery surface until it left him breathless. Then, just as unexpectedly as it began, everything went black, and he’d awoken here.
Unfortunately, he griped, grunting in discomfort as he made himself stand straight so he could take in his surroundings again. Across from him was a small bench where his tanto rested. Above it was a much more menacing sight. Iron hooks held several pairs of shackles and leather collars, which meant he wasn’t being detained in a holding cell at the military barracks. He’d been taken by a slaver. Whoever this person was, they obviously weren’t inexperienced in owning—or capturing—slaves. Normally, this observation wouldn’t narrow his list of suspects in a city like Zhu, but his mind was already on Senator Hajime. The Senator notoriously caught any unfortunate Northern Nomad he or the bastards he employed encountered, whether they were free or already owned—Daisuke gagged at the word—by someone else. Something about the setup was too sophisticated to lead him anywhere else. From what he knew, few others in this city had the wealth or influence for it, either. Other nobles or otherwise rich families purchased their slaves from the Senator and auctions—no need to spend time or money on things like cells.
Daisuke wasn’t left to speculate much longer. Voices drifted nearer to the heavy oak door from a passage on the other side—a man and a woman were arguing in hushed, tense tones as they approached the room. He quickly kicked the glass shards under the few patches of hay scattered around to insulate the floor—Quite literally, barely even a pot to piss in, Daisuke thought—and turned to tidy his formals, a short-sleeved all-black uniform he and Obito had both worn for meeting the potter to give themselves an official air. He hoped for a similar result here, though in seeming less disheveled rather than more dignified. Surely, if his appearance thoroughly reflected his military background, the Senator would realize his mistake and release him. In an ideal world, these fatigues would be all the indication needed; since he knew this life was far from it, he prepared to advocate for himself.
He’d just finished adjusting his uniform when a middle-aged couple entered the room, which was also when their argument ended. The graying Giahatian man dressed in elegant green robes carried a ring of keys in his right fist. Deep-set frown lines marked the corners of his mouth; looking at his sour countenance, Daisuke didn’t have to dwell on how they’d gotten that way. His gaze went to the noblewoman who stood behind him. Soft, pink rouge on her cheeks complimented the dark green shadow on her eyelids, bringing a deceptive warmth and elegance to her snow-white face. The accompaniment of delicate, silver ornaments in her immaculately styled hair made her look like an Empress—judging by the way she held herself, she seemed to believe she was one. Daisuke wondered how many children’s souls she’d eaten for such an appearance.
“Is this the stray they told us about? What a scrawny little thing,” she commented dispassionately from behind a dark red folding fan.
Not nearly enough, apparently. Daisuke decided with a grimace.
Senator Hajime—Daisuke thought the man’s identity was obvious, unless proven otherwise—glared at his wife. “I don’t want another damn house slave taking up food and space. I’ll be taking this one the Kurasaki estate tomorrow.”
“I’d rather keep him for entertainment. The other ladies will like this one—he’s almost as pretty as a girl.”
“Frivolous reasons such as those are precisely why women shouldn’t be involved in these decisions.”
She rolled her eyes, but the Senator was too busy ramming a key into the cell’s lock to notice. Metal hinges on the door softly creaked as he stepped inside with Daisuke; the man made sure he carried himself as proudly and intimidatingly as possible, hoping to break his captive’s willpower with ease—a damn near laughable assumption in any other situation. Daisuke’s eyes narrowed into a defiant glower the longer Senator Hajime sized him up, though his bravery flagged a bit when the man came closer again. His heart leapt into his throat when the Senator reached for him.
“Keep your fucking hands off me, old man!” Daisuke hurriedly stumbled back, chains rattling with his movements until he felt hard rock behind his shoulders.
The noble eyed him with pure disgust and finished crossing the room, which was when Daisuke noticed the handle of a whip poking out of his belt. He didn’t need to see the rest of the curled lash to know this man wasn’t about to show kindness or listen to pleas for freedom. Still, it didn’t stop Daisuke from spitting at him.
“One of those types, I see,” the Senator emotionlessly responded before backhanding him, as if it were a subconscious reaction to disobedience. Daisuke felt a distantly familiar jolt of fright as he reeled from the blow; a bitter sense of powerlessness welled in his gut as his memory simultaneously touched dozens of similar moments from his past. “But it’s no matter. I’ve sorted out plenty of slaves in my time—three days without food or water is about all it takes. I don’t usually need to drag them to the post.”
The whip’s handle ominously called for Daisuke’s attention again as the Senator took out a cloth to clean the spittle from the bridge of his nose; he understood the threat in no uncertain terms, and suspected this was the one time he’d escape such punishment. He swallowed hard.
“Does this mean you’ve changed your mind, my Lord?” the woman asked, a self-satisfied smirk pulling at her lips.
Senator Hajime merely glanced at her in annoyance as he took a pipe from the inner folds of his shirt. “Woman—”
“Y-you can’t do this to me,” Daisuke interrupted; gods, this was worse than a nightmare. The Senator looked up from lighting his pipe when he added, “I am a free Imperial citizen enlisted with the military. If you let me go now, I’ll pretend we never met, and you never face charges for treason.”
“What a nasty little charlatan. You dare defame our honored military?” Hajime’s eyes narrowed. He took a long drag off the pipe, then leaned close and blew the smoke in Daisuke’s face. As he coughed and waved it away, the Senator unexpectedly grabbed him by the throat and squeezed. “Three days is a long time, boy. No matter how much you lie or fight me, you will learn your place.”
Daisuke grabbed the Senator’s wrist and made sure his fingernails dug into the man’s skin. “F-fuck you.”
Hajime released him with a shove. “Chizuru, you’ve involved yourself. Take responsibility for this thing.”
“Of course, my love.”
Shock numbed Daisuke’s mind as he touched his throat, though his anger quickly revived when the Senator turned away, preparing to leave.
“He always gives me the interesting ones, doesn’t he?” Chizuru mused once her husband was gone, fluttering her fan. The air between them changed the second her clever eyes locked on Daisuke again. After another moment, she beckoned for him to come closer, addressing him slowly and emphatically, “Do you have a name?”
Great, she thinks I’m the stupid one, here. He clenched his fists, then took a couple of hesitant steps toward her; the Senator was still close enough to call back at a moment’s notice, and he wasn’t about to push his luck any further.
“My name is Daisuke,” he answered shortly, knowing he wouldn’t have much time to speak. “Please listen. I—”
“Not a terrible name.”
“Thank you?”
“I suppose I don’t mind it enough to change it.”
Daisuke’s jaw fell open in disbelief. Lady Chizuru closed her fan, red-painted lips pursed as she reached toward him. He flinched when her hand brushed his cheek, then froze altogether when she gently gripped his left earlobe, just above his earrings. Her thumb carefully traced over the two smooth black studs, as if she were mesmerized by the piercings.
“I’ve noticed your kind wearing a few variations of these. Do the earrings have meaning?”
Daisuke pulled away from her unwanted touch with no resistance, then stepped back a few paces for good measure, feeling exceptionally violated. “They acknowledge one’s personhood—their body and spirit.”
“So, you do know. It’s an interesting and rather amusing belief, isn’t it? Now, then, be a good boy and give them to me.”
“…What?” The request was no less than a slap to his face; like all Northern Nomads with their traditional piercings, he’d had these four earrings since infancy. His grandmother had done them herself.
“You just admitted those earrings give you the idea that you are an entity belonging to yourself. None of my slaves should be convinced of such nonsense. In your case, especially, it can only lead to problems, which would be entirely irresponsible on my part.” Lady Chizuru’s dark lashes lowered as she smoothed the white and gold kimono she wore; a wicked smirk cracked her regal demeanor. “I’ll let you out of those nasty, heavy chains if you do.”
Daisuke gave no response beyond a derisive snort.
“Come, come, give them over. I don’t want to use force, and I’m sure you would like more comfort in this dank little cell—it’s going to be quite hard to sleep now that you aren’t incapacitated.”
As onmitsu, Daisuke was uncomfortably aware that, sometimes, surrender was a calculated matter; cooperating with her now might save him a bit of agony later. Plus, while he loathed admitting it, and doing so made the taste of bile rise in the back of his throat, she was right—the restraints were heavy and painful on his wrists. He was achy enough everywhere else to make any small amount of relief tempting.
Although his heart lurched and his hands shook, his fingers uneasily went toward his right ear first.
Chizuru triumphantly bounced the studs in her palm as if they were a set of dice after he handed all four to her, then looked at him with another smug little smirk, though she didn’t speak again until after she fulfilled her end of the bargain. The chains dropped to his sides with heavy clangs against the floor. “Seems you can be reasoned with after all, but that makes me curious. You must be somewhere between thirteen and fifteen, which means you’re practically full-grown, yet, you severely lack even the most basic manners. Your previous master couldn’t have possibly been so neglectful.”
“Previous ma—” He’d been mostly ignoring her, rubbing his wrists to relieve the discomfort, so it took Daisuke a moment to fully process what she’d said. When he finally did, his temper sparked and crackled like fire. He glared at her, much to her entertainment—what a toad. “Lady, I’m no one’s slave, and you need to let me go.”
“I beg to differ.” She pressed the bamboo sides of her folding fan into her powder-white cheek, grinning widely.
“There is a tattoo on my arm, you fucking hag.” He tugged at his right sleeve, which covered the onmitsu higanbana tattoo, for emphasis. “Clearly, I am not property.”
Lady Chizuru, however, didn’t so much as glance at it. Instead, her face went rigid with unspeakable fury. Daisuke recognized his mistake the second the words flew off his tongue, but trapped as he was, he could do little more than stare as he awaited her reaction. Whether from her or someone else, he knew to expect pain. That, at least, he hadn’t forgotten.
The noblewoman acted with the speed of a serpent, knuckles turning white as her grip constricted around the fan and she drew her arm back to strike. No amount of anticipation on Daisuke’s part helped lessen the impact of hard, flat bamboo on his cheekbone. He cried out involuntarily, though it stopped short when she struck him again. She hit him in the face twice more, before his self-preservation instincts took over, and he remembered to fight back. He targeted the fan and awkwardly caught it between his wrists; they struggled against one another for a moment, but in the end, Daisuke disarmed her and sent her weapon—along with his earrings—clattering across the floor.
His gaze defiantly settled on her once more, desperate not to show how much she’d hurt him or the slight quiver that repressing the pain sent through his body. He’d done the same many times during beatings from his father, as it’d piss Honda off just enough to make him leave, and hoped for the same result now.
When Lady Chizuru elegantly bent to retrieve the fan, he felt he was already beginning to pick apart her puzzle; none of this was a resounding victory in his mind, but at least he’d keep his earrings and a bit of his dignity. Daisuke swallowed to soothe a dry patch forming at the back of his throat.
“I believe that’s all for tonight,” she announced, tucking away a lock of dark hair which had fallen from its carefully pinned position during their altercation. She smirked. “Perhaps, if you behave less ferally in front of the ladies I’m having around tomorrow, I can convince my husband to give you a little sip of water.”
Daisuke snorted again, then glowered at the wall to his left. “As if I trust you.”
“Frankly, I don’t give a damn if you do, but I suppose it is a decision you can still make for yourself, isn’t it? However, you would do well to consider how you’d like to be housebroken—that is, by our will or your own. Will you continue to be a stubborn devil? You must be thirsty after tonight’s events.”
Daisuke subconsciously swallowed another time. She was trying to figure him out, too, and having far more fun with it; a smug grin tugged at her lips when she noticed his throat bob at the mere suggestion of water. He had to let cold logic take over and formulate a plan, as letting his temper run loose clearly wasn’t getting him anywhere. His gaze swept over Chizuru and the room once more; she still hadn’t pinned her hair correctly again, and he spotted something gleaming in the lantern light on the floor near the cell door. Without a proper assessment of guards or the estate’s layout, overpowering the noblewoman was more of a risk than quietly breaking himself out—for now, he’d let her believe she’d won. He made his shoulders slump forward in defeat.
“Fiery ones like you are my favorite to break—it’s all the enjoyment I can find around here,” Lady Chizuru told him as she stepped out of the cell and locked it once more.
Daisuke leaned against a wall and scowled at her as she placed the key ring on a hook. “What a sad life you must live.”
Her steps faltered, but she pointedly ignored him as she went toward the exit. “Remember, you’ll be a good little pet for me tomorrow if you want your drink.”
Once she was gone, Daisuke stiffly gathered the four scattered earrings and retrieved the hairpin she’d lost during their confrontation. Although he could hardly say he’d come out on top, he still grinned at the thin but sturdy metal pin before his gaze went to the door again.
We’ll see about that, won’t we? Stupid fucking hag.






  
  two
Begrudging


Involving the onmitsu in their endeavors was rarely a proud moment for any assassin or footsoldier. In turn, no onmitsu willingly admitted to asking the other two branches for help, nor were they generally fond of the idea. The rightly given reputation both factions had for being bumbling brutes meant it was wiser to avoid needing their assistance altogether when possible. So, when Obito conceded defeat and settled on going to the barracks the following morning, it was only after mentally working through several scenarios he’d drawn up in the last few hours; he’d been awake since long before dawn and no closer to a better solution. Sometimes, surrender included acknowledging one’s own limitations. He couldn’t take more failure or afford to lose any chances he’d have at finding Daisuke. 
He knew not to expect much, due to the inherent distaste for cooperation among the three military branches. Emperor Akuwara saw little reason to curb the issue unless something spun out of control; at that point, all individuals involved suffered major, very public consequences that made Obito wince just to think about. While the Intelligence Master generally punished the onmitsu himself, His Highness was known to personally deal with the team in question if he believed the situation called for it. Obito once again shuddered at the thought of what might happen to him and Daisuke once they returned to the Capital empty-handed, but didn’t allow himself to dwell on it for long; without his partner, there was no sense even imagining he’d go home.
When he arrived at the barracks, Hayate’s words came to mind once more; rather than wasting his time talking with ranked personnel, he’d have better luck picking off someone lower on the chain of command. Someone with little to no status had more freedom to move about as he pleased, and—hopefully—hadn’t been bought by the Senator, but he’d still need a way of speaking with them privately to ask for their help. He glanced at a sign reading “West Barracks” arching over the main entrance as he walked past, then went around back toward the training yard.
The wall surrounding the yard was made of stone, but an iron gate toward the back provided a way to peek inside. When Obito peered through the bars, he found a Perenin soldier who looked to be around seventeen or eighteen, wielding a spear as he moved through a form with ease. The morning sun cast a warm glow on his dark skin and threaded bluish streaks through his neatly tied black hair. Although Obito was sure it wouldn’t end well, after spending some time watching the soldier practice, he gently pushed on the unlocked gate. It opened quietly, then slammed with a reverberating clang once he slipped through; he froze when the other boy cried out and rounded on him, knuckles white as his fingers clenched around the spear’s shaft.
“H-halt! By Imperial order!” He aimed the deadly tip of his shaking weapon at Obito’s throat, trying to appear as though the intrusion hadn’t nearly sent his soul to the heavens. He crossed some of the space between them, spear still held high and black eyes narrowed. “Citizens are not permitted on barracks grounds. If you need something, go around to the front entrance and request to speak with one of the captains.”
Obito put his hands up to show he didn’t intend to draw the tanto at his belt, then also stepped forward to close the gap more. “I’m not a private citizen, so surely this isn’t an offense.”
The other boy blinked, then slowly began lowering his weapon. “You sound like you’re from the Capital. Did one of the Generals send you?”
“I’m not infantry, either.” Onmitsu protocol stated that one shouldn’t boldly declare himself as such, even when among the military ranks, which Obito thought was entirely sensible. He gave the soldier a chance to examine his uniform, though annoyance crawled forward when the other boy dug his spear’s blunt end into the partially frosted earth. While it signaled some semblance of amicability, the grin now occupying the soldier’s face suggested this exchange might thoroughly test his already limited patience.
“Onmitsu? Really?” The soldier scratched at some patchy stubble on his right cheek while he thought. “Well, this is a pleasant surprise. You must be desperate if you’re lurking around here.”
“Don’t rub it in.” Obito rolled his eyes.
“Name’s Junpei Ikimori, junior training captain. What honor do you owe me for helping you?”
“Obito.” He chose to make a point of not acknowledging the rest of Junpei’s nonsense. The unimpressed arch of his eyebrows, coupled with his deadpan reply, made the soldier’s self-assurance noticeably shrink. “My partner went missing last night, and since I believe Senator Hajime is holding him, I need—”
“Hold on—what makes you think the Senator has anything to do with it? Knowing you sneaks, he could be hiding anywhere.”
“Unless you know of another onmitsu being detained here, it’s a perfectly logical assumption.”
Junpei tilted his head to one side. “Look, I know the Senator doesn’t have the cleanest reputation in Zhu when it comes to the locals or the politicians, but he’s a bit busy to get involved with random kidnappings. I highly doubt he has anything to do with your friend’s alleged disappearance. That’d be treason.”
“I’m aware, but—”
“I mean, unless your friend was a slaveborn or some—”
“He is Northern Nomadic.”
“…Fuck. Well…what else did you expect? Don’t you know how stupid it was to bring a slaveborn here, of all cities? You two should’ve gone up to Baohu or something if you wanted to be left alone.”
Obito reined in his temper as much as he could manage with a deep breath. “Master Yujin sent us, but that’s hardly your concern or the point. Can you help me find Daisuke or not?”
“Daisuke? As in Akahana?”
“Great.” Obito pinched the skin between his brows. “You know each other.”
“Know him? Hell, I was in basic with that little silk-spinner for a bit before I transferred into the main infantry. I never thought they’d put him with intelligence.” Junpei laughed.
Obito’s fists clenched until his nails dug into his palms, but he miraculously calmed himself. “Just as I’m sure he wouldn’t be surprised to find you stationed in Zhu.”
Junpei’s jaw fell open as if he intended to say something else, but in the end, a retort never came. Instead, he started for a weapon rack not far from where he stood to set his spear in its designated place, gaze occasionally darting over his shoulder to look at Obito. When he returned, he seemed to have recovered slightly from whatever effect those words had—it could’ve been Obito’s imagination, but Junpei almost seemed embarrassed. Finally, the soldier came back to his senses and crossed his arms with a frown.
“I’m not sure what you think I can do. My old man always says, ‘silk-spinners should stay where silk-spinners belong.’ And frankly, who gives a fuck if Senator Hajime has one more? If he’s even there in the first place.”
“This is my teammate and my friend you keep insulting,” Obito warned; naturally, it went ignored.
Junpei spread his hands, gesturing with every word as if he were arguing with himself. “I, I mean, sure, I might not hate Daisuke, but I’m sure as hell not about to risk a spot like junior training captain to help him. He should’ve stayed in the Capital if this was going to be such an issue. Why didn’t the Intelligence Master use his intelligence to send someone else with you?”
Obito crossed his arms this time. “Are you being stupid on purpose?”
The soldier did the same again. “Well, what in all the gods’ names would you have us—and me, for that matter—do? I’m only a soldier posted here, not an officer or general with actual authority. I’m not here to go against Senator Hajime or my superiors, and you sure as hell don’t have the authority to give me orders.”
“This is a fellow soldier’s life.” Obito was too busy holding back his rising temper to point out the error in Junpei’s last statement, though it flared again when the soldier scoffed at him.
“No, this is a slave who tried to be something he never should’ve played at in the first place. I think we both know he had no business leaving the plantations.”
Obito’s anger finally boiled over. His fist landed on Junpei’s cheekbone before he fully realized he’d swung for the older boy. They stared at each other in shock; clouds formed in front of them as the air filled with the sounds of their breath. Left with the echoes of his own words and a throbbing red mark, Junpei stayed quiet for a long moment, then slowly dropped his gaze. Stunned by how he’d reacted, Obito also didn’t speak for a few minutes, until he flexed his aching fingers and remembered how little time he had to dither around with a belligerent idiot.
“I’ll ask one more time. Can you help me?”
Junpei sighed, then softly replied, “Listen, I think you’re way out of line for going after the Senator, but…you’re obviously desperate. Give me proof, and I’ll do whatever you need. Just don’t punch me anymore.”
“I won’t promise that—you’ll probably deserve it again.” Still fuming, Obito silently studied Junpei for another moment, then just as wordlessly turned on his heel without bowing and took his leave.
“H-hold on!” the soldier called just as he passed through the wretchedly noisy gate, interrupting a rapid recalculation of plans. “Where are you going?”
Obito rolled his eyes and slowed his strides enough to give the other boy time to catch him, though he didn’t stop entirely. He waited until they were across the street from the barracks before answering, “To Senator Hajime’s estate.”
“Still? Why? Just what are you planning?”
“We’re going to conduct a wellness check and residential search.”
“‘We?’ What makes you think—”
Obito finally paused and glanced at their surroundings, which made Junpei do the same; the other boy’s face blanched when he realized how far from the barracks he’d wandered, as he no doubt understood he was as good as an accomplice if he went much further. Obito gave him a moment to grapple with whether he wanted to continue before he kept walking. Junpei was on his heels again in seconds, though he soon appeared at his side to shoot him a suspicious glare. Obito couldn’t keep a small smirk off his face—curiosity was a hell of a thing.
Junpei snorted when he noticed his companion’s amusement at his expense. “Don’t act like you won or whatever. There’s no way in all of Kuro’s Hells that I’d let you do this alone, anyway—you’ll offend the Senator.”
“I promise I don’t care about how the Senator feels.”
“Exactly.” Junpei made a frustrated noise, likely not realizing he’d presented a decent argument, then went quiet for another spell before he asked, “What makes you think we’ll even be able to get inside?”
“It shouldn’t be too difficult. Someone reported a suspicious character sneaking into the Senator’s house.”
“When did that happen?”
Obito sighed. “You need to keep up if you’re coming along.”

      [image: ]Daisuke slowly cracked one eye open; he’d spent most of the night and early morning in a lotus position on the cell floor, his focus bouncing between meditation and any slight noise that reached his ears. Between these instances, he tried to keep himself busy either with exercises like the push-ups General Aki—and his own loose tongue—taught him to hate, or by picking the cell’s lock with Lady Chizuru’s forgotten hairpin. He couldn’t quite angle his arm correctly for the right amount of leverage to spring himself. Sleep occasionally came when he was too exhausted to keep upright, but never lasted long. 
Not sleeping’s probably for the best, he thought as he retrieved the pin from the back of his belt and went for the lock again. He yawned. What a night.
Whenever Daisuke did manage to drift off, his dreams brought him back to the alley where he and Obito were attacked. Long shadows would wriggle like snakes on the ground as they ran from an unseen enemy, until he inevitably tripped over the small wooden box which once carried the artifact he and his partner were meant to take home with them. If not inside that nightmare, he’d find himself in the cave burrowed deep into the unknown mountainside, where seven jade dragon statues awaited him. The one on the far left from the center still glowed brightly, while a dim ball of light emanated from the forehead of the one on the far right. As for the largest statue in the middle, it seemed as though the cracks in its structure had grown longer and deeper than the last time he’d visited the hidden shrine—if that’s what it even was. It was the only thing Daisuke could think of calling it. He’d visited these dragons regularly in his sleep for three years, but still couldn’t make sense of what they were trying to tell him.
His heart fluttered with excitement when the lock made a noise, but after yanking on the bars, the door still didn’t budge. He huffed as his shoulders slumped in disappointment; he assumed this would’ve been much easier.
I should ask Obito if he knows how to do this. His heart sank just after it’d settled again, no matter how he tried to fight off the thought that he might not reunite with his friend as he hoped. Although he believed Obito would look for him—it’d be an insult to their friendship to think otherwise—he doubted those efforts would yield much success. A slower sigh escaped him as he fiddled with the lower stud in his left ear; at least losing the earrings was issue he’d been able to fix.
I fucking hate this city.
Daisuke looked up when he heard movement in the corridor beyond where he was imprisoned. His heart jumped into his throat when he tried to dislodge the pin and discovered it was stuck in the keyhole; thankfully, it only took a few desperate tugs before it came free, and he’d narrowly resumed his lotus position in time. He nervously eyed the hairpin as the door opened—he’d been forced to abandon it where it fell just outside the cell.
Lady Chizuru stepped over the threshold following the creak of metal hinges and greeted him with a wicked smile once she smoothed out her deep purple skirts. “You’re looking well this morning.”
Daisuke rested his chin on his hand and mirrored her expression. “How I wish I could say the same for you, curmudgeonly swamp hag.”
Lady Chizuru glowered, then indignantly turned her back to him and examined the rows of shackles and collars on the rack opposite his cell. His temper simmered as he watched her; before it could boil over, his eyes drifted toward his tanto, still taunting him from the bench. While tempting, he once again dismissed the idea of overpowering her once the door opened—even if he did injure her enough to grab his dagger and get away, he wasn’t in the best shape to outrun guards or fight his way to freedom.
Never mind the mess it’d cause when word got back to the Capital. Daisuke shuddered. Emperor Akuwara and Senator Hajime had about as close of a friendship as one could get in politics, so it wouldn’t take long to figure out which slaveborn attacked the Senator’s wife. He and Obito were in enough trouble already.
Chizuru straightened her shoulders again when she faced him with her selection, her hurt expression unable to hide how his words had affected her. A strange, unexpected sense of guilt planted itself in his heart, though it hardly lasted the span of a second. She stuck her arm between the bars, holding out a collar. Daisuke firmly reminded himself to control the impulse to smack it out of her hand, though he couldn’t suppress the revulsion creeping into his face. As if the shadows in his dreams had left traces of their melancholy behind, his mind flashed through the last time he’d been forced to wear a collar, and his throat tightened. The greasy smell of fried duck, the metallic taste of a nobleman’s blood in his mouth, and the blistering agony of a cane striking his bare back rushed at him, then just as quickly receded into his subconscious once more. He shook himself to stay present.
“Come, now. I want you to look somewhat proper while you serve my guests today. You will wear it.”
“I will not.”
“You insolent—!” Her knuckles turned white from how hard she gripped the collar—Daisuke leaned back a little further to ensure she couldn’t hit him with it. She collected herself. “I won’t open this door until you do.”
“Fine by me.” He grinned when fury sparked in her eyes again. “You’re the one who wants me out, lady. I’m quite content minding my own business in here.”
“Would a conversation with my husband perhaps change your mind? He’s been eager to test out the new whip he bought the other day.”
A chill danced along his spine. While he thought it was clear the Senator held Lady Chizuru in high contempt—and received the same from her—Daisuke didn’t doubt the man would enthusiastically take all his hatred out on his newest captive’s back. He winced. Growing up on Grandmaster Norio’s plantations, he’d seen whippings more times than he cared to count. Images of raw and bleeding flesh, spiderwebs of gnarled scars, and sadistic glee on the faces of those who held the lash abruptly invaded his vision. He could do without firsthand experience.
“Fuck’s sake. Fine, you dried-out toad.” Scowling, Daisuke stiffly got to his feet and approached the door. He didn’t take the collar.
“Get it out while you can,” the noblewoman warned as she casually dropped it into his hand. “If your attitude and mouth are still this foul once my guests arrive, I won’t hesitate to beat you senseless in front of everyone and then send you to my husband for more. You’ll do well to remember how he wanted to sell you straightaway—I advocated for you to stay and even offered you water. You’ll need to earn the privilege back now.”
Daisuke had nearly managed to push aside his dry mouth and hunger until she mentioned the former—he hadn’t fulfilled either need since early the previous day, hours before he and Obito left the inn to retrieve the artifact. With several threats now stacked against him, he shakily brought the collar closer to his throat, mentally repeating that all he had to do was stay calm and let her believe she’d won for now. He could kick his makeshift lock-pick back into the cell either when he left or was brought back.
His breath hitched at the uncomfortable squeeze of leather against his jugular.

      [image: ]“Are we really doing this?” Junpei grimaced, then looked away from the heavy oak doors and white plaster wall guarding Senator Hajime’s property. 
He and Obito had just completed a third, seemingly normal, patrol of the street in front of the Senator’s home. Given the slave auctions held during the harvest moon festival which had just taken place, an extra patrol unit or two in affluent areas was hardly out of place. Despite going unnoticed, Junpei was still hesitant to fully commit and get his hands dirty with their plan. He’d all but begged Obito to search elsewhere.
“You’re overthinking things,” Obito finally told him, brows furrowing at how absurd the complaint sounded coming from him. “Besides, watching the house from across the street like this is more suspicious than anything we’re about to do.”
“You do realize how many guards this man has working for him, right? How do you plan on us fighting all of them off?”
“You aren’t serious, are you? That’d be suicide. I didn’t plan to fight at all if we could avoid it.”
“Typical onmitsu,” Junpei muttered under his breath as he ran a hand through his dark hair; a few more strands of his previously immaculate bun fell out of place. “You’re sure this is a smart move?”
“No, but we’re doing it anyway.”
“All the gods help me.”
“I’m not sure what you expect them to do in this situation.” Obito ignored Junpei’s annoyed, sidelong glare and started toward the Senator’s property.
A guardsman armed with a spear stood on each side of the entrance, though their weapons seemed rather useless, as neither man looked particularly engaged with his duties. Observation with each pass by the Senator’s grand estate suggested the guards spent most of their time conversing with each other rather than paying attention to their surroundings—one even stood with his back to the road while he talked. He’d since settled, but Junpei had made several, baffled comments on it, which turned into a wonderful tirade Obito hated to interrupt when he needed to capture his focus.
“Look at this,” one guard muttered to his counterpart as they approached. He leaned against the door. “Infantry dogs. What d’you two want?”
That made “little sneaks” sound like a compliment, Obito thought. Granted, he and Daisuke were too old now to be referred to as such by assassins or footsoldiers, but he’d heard the nickname given to young onmitsu plenty of times before. He glanced at Junpei, who clearly wasn’t willing to speak first.
“We’re here to conduct a residential welfare check,” Obito explained, the lie flowing off his tongue more naturally than he expected.
The guard spit out a thick, dark wad of tobacco into the brass planter beside him; apprehension lined his features, despite the aggressive look in his eyes. “What’re you on about, boy?”
“A concerned citizen said they noticed a shady-looking person trying to sneak into the Senator’s house.”
“Did ya ever think they might’ve been lyin’? We ain’t noticed a damn thing all mornin’.”
“Better to know for certain, isn’t it? It could mean your heads if you don’t at least let us look.” Of course, the last part was wild speculation on Obito’s part, but given the way worry creased each guard’s brow, he assumed he hadn’t been too far from the truth. While he didn’t imagine many people enjoyed having their belongings stolen, men like Senator Hajime thought it to be exceptionally personal, and would often go to great lengths to blame and punish their staff for “letting” it happen. He’d met a few of these unpleasant types when he still had a seat at his father’s table.
“We’re here to help,” Junpei said, tone surprisingly sincere—maybe he thought they were. Whether it was to clear the Senator’s name or to protect the man from the team of onmitsu, perhaps even he didn’t know.
“…Wait here. I’ll inform the Senator,” the second guard finally spoke after glancing at his counterpart.
He disappeared behind the heavy doors, leaving Junpei and Obito with little else to do besides awkwardly avoid eye contact with the one remaining, who was now leaning against the wall while keeping a suspicious scowl on the pair. Thankfully, he’d given up on questions, granting them the relief of silence, but the air became incredibly tense the longer they waited. Obito tried to act as if he didn’t notice Junpei nervously picking at the skin around one of his fingernails; he didn’t need his own anxieties raised any higher.
When the other guard eventually returned, he peered around the door timidly at first, looking pale and slightly shaken. Obito imagined the Senator hadn’t taken kindly to an interruption; he likely didn’t hesitate to demonstrate as much, either. The guard cleared his throat as he slinked out, trying to maintain a straight posture.
“The Senator will receive you now. Right this way.”
Junpei elbowed Obito to ensure he also bowed in thanks out of propriety—had they been anywhere else, Obito might’ve told him off for it—before they followed. They stayed on the guard’s heels as he led them down a white cobblestone path lined by neatly trimmed cedar hedges; no one spoke as they approached a man standing at the top of a flight of stone stairs with long, polished railings carved from cypress. The Giahatian man awaiting them had streaks of gray at his temples and in his brows, which knitted together as they joined him, making no secret of how much displeasure he took in greeting the soldiers. He crossed his arms inside the wide sleeves of his yellow and green robes, lifting his chin when his guard knelt before him.
“Hikari’s sake, not now,” the man chastised, nudging the guard with his foot. He ignored the fumbled apology he received as his dark eyes turned on Obito and Junpei. “I am told suspicious activity around the estate was reported to your unit.”
“Th-that’s correct, sir,” Junpei replied.
The man, who Obito easily guessed was Senator Hajime, heaved a sigh laden with the burden of being inconvenienced. “Very well, then. I suppose it is your job. But, I will be speaking with your commanding officers about ensuring that only experienced soldiers are on this patrol route from now on.”
“Of course, Senator. You have my captain’s permission to command as you believe to be fit.”
The guard who’d led the pair scowled at them, not giving Obito a chance to make a face at the exchange. “You two better not take long. Lady Chizuru is entertaining guests and won’t take kindly to an interruption.”
The man faltered, as if abruptly remembering his place—someone’s personal guard held no rank over an official infantryman, nor did he have any business speaking on his employer’s behalf if the man was present. From the corner of his eye, Obito saw Junpei tense, and could only try to maintain an air of indifference.
“That’s quite enough.” Senator Hajime flicked his sleeves, which gave his words an edge of finality; Obito reminded himself not to flinch, as his father’s mannerisms weren’t much different when someone—usually Obito—pissed him off. It often served as a last warning not to tread further. “Let’s get this over with. You will not make a scene, and I expect a prompt arrest and exit should you find anything.”
“Of course, Senator.” He rolled his eyes as soon as Senator Hajime turned to open the manor’s main doors.
The Senator’s home was orderly and suffocating, much like the man’s presence. A worried knot began to form in Obito’s stomach when they stepped into the main foyer, as self-doubt crept toward his previous convictions about where Daisuke had gone, but he forced it away. If he was wrong, that would be the end of his intrusion here, and he’d look elsewhere. He had no other choice. Yet another guard awaited them on this side, giving weight to what Junpei had previously mentioned about the number of men working for the Senator. Frankly, Obito wasn’t sure if he was more impressed or disgusted by it.
Senator Hajime curtly nodded at the man as he led Obito and Junpei past. The two wordlessly trailed behind, occasionally making a show of stopping the small group to check a closet or nook. Eventually, they came to a set of double doors painted with cranes and fanning bamboo leaves; muffled chatter and laughter came from within the room. The Senator’s face set into an even more stern expression as he looked down at the pair before gripping the shining, deep brown handles.
“If I hear about so much as a hint of disrespect, I will personally address your commanding officers after I’ve handled you miscreants myself. Am I understood?”
Junpei cringed—the threat only applied to him…for now. “Yes, Senator.”
The doors slid aside, blasting Obito’s senses with a heavy, nearly nauseating wave of various perfumes, sickeningly sweet sticky buns, and floral tea.
“Chizuru, my dear,” Senator Hajime said, making every woman’s head turn. Although he’d addressed her with warm words, it didn’t carry into his voice, and he continued scowling at the pair beside him rather than sparing his wife a glance. “These young men say they’re with the infantry—they won’t be long, but please allow them a few moments to search the room. I’ll be in my study should you need me.”
Obito barely remembered to bow to the Senator, as his eyes were already busy scanning the room. He froze when they fell on the familiar figure of a raven-haired boy dressed in what looked to be the black onmitsu formals, who turned toward them when the door slid shut once more.
His chest tightened at the sight of a worn leather collar latched around Daisuke’s throat.






  
  three
Serpents in the Walls


“You found me,” Daisuke muttered, dumbfounded. He shook his head, then locked eyes with Obito as the ghost of a devilish grin graced his lips. “Gods be damned! So, you’ve finally caught me, have you? Infantry bilge rats!” 
“What the f—?”
“That’s right,” Obito quickly cut Junpei off and stepped forward as if he were about to lunge for Daisuke. “Now come quietly. You’ve disturbed these people long enough.”
Daisuke schooled his expression as the women present began exchanging concerned murmurs, then shifted his gaze to his left, wordlessly indicating a half-ajar door that could’ve easily been mistaken for part of the wall—a servant’s passage, their easiest escape route. Obito barely tilted his head in a nod. Their silent conversation was interrupted when one of the women, presumably the lady of the house, cleared her throat. She rose from her seat, then indignantly marched up to Obito and Junpei. Lady Chizuru gave them a tight smile, though it wasn’t long before irritation subtly snarled the corners of her mouth.
She bowed, though the gesture could hardly be called welcoming or courteous. “I do apologize, soldiers, but I believe you’re mistaken. This boy is one of our slaves.”
“I understand there might be some confusion, miss, but this one’s a fugitive of the law,” Obito stated calmly, hoping he sounded convincing as he tried to slow his racing heart.
Lady Chizuru coolly raised her eyebrows, red lips pursed as she tried to determine the legitimacy of his claim. “You don’t say. Then I suppose you won’t mind an inquiry about the charges.”
Faced with the proof he’d asked for, and finally shaken from his doubts, Junpei didn’t hesitate to insert himself this time—whether or not he wanted to admit it, Obito was impressed. “He’s a crook and wanted for several violent murders. Why, he could be staking out his next chance to strike as we speak.”
Stop while you’re ahead, idiot. Obito’s good opinion plummeted as he fought the urge to roll his eyes. Calling Daisuke a thief would’ve been plenty to get Lady Chizuru to cooperate; the more serious the accusation, the less believable their story sounded. He braced himself.
“This boy? A murderer?” The noblewoman chuckled, but her arrogant countenance slipped into concern; she looked as if her complexion had gone sallow beneath the layer of white paint on her skin. Obito watched her tensely. “Is that why a dagger was found on him?”
“Y-yes, that’s right. We’ll be taking him into custody, now.” Junpei’s eyes widened when he scanned the room again and realized Daisuke had snuck away in the mounting confusion. “He…he’s gone.”
Junpei likely hadn’t meant to incite hysteria, but after inelegantly announcing that an alleged, malicious criminal had vanished without a trace, a few of the women shrieked, and several more scrambled to their feet in fright. The ensuing rush to clear the room worked to their advantage, but Obito knew better than to assume they had time before someone brought in the Senator’s personal guard to investigate—he could already hear the lady of the house crying out for them from down the hallway.
He grabbed Junpei’s uniform by the sleeve to redirect him and jogged across the room, where the board used to cover the servant’s passage had fallen flat on the floor and left the entrance exposed. He urged Junpei through first so he could cover their tracks. The passage was tight, so Obito guarded their back as they ran up a steep flight of rickety stairs to the next landing. The dimly-lit, dusty passage widened a bit to accommodate an upward twist in the staircase, and the ceiling was also a little higher because of it, but there still wasn’t much room. They paused to listen for any indication they’d been followed, but all they heard was confused, indistinct shouting coming from the tearoom they’d just fled—they were still safe for now. At Obito’s feet, he noticed a collar had been haphazardly taken off and tossed aside. Junpei looked at him, but all his questions were answered before he could open his mouth.
“Obito, catch me,” Daisuke’s dry voice hissed from above them.
Obito’s attention automatically went toward his friend’s call. Daisuke had wedged himself against the ceiling, sprawled out and clinging to the corner with his hands and feet like a lanky spider. He wasn’t that far off the ground, but it seemed like getting himself up there to hide had taken quite a bit of effort, and softening his landing was smarter than allowing him to hit the floor at full force. Obito didn’t think twice about doing as he’d been asked. As soon as Daisuke saw his opening, he twisted his body around a bit, then let himself fall into his partner’s arms.
It felt as if time stopped when their eyes met as Obito gently lowered him to the ground once more, and for a moment, neither could tear himself away from the other. Dozens of unspoken questions along with their equally silent answers buzzed in the air around them until, reminding the pair of his presence, Junpei cleared his throat.
Still partially wrapped in his arms, Daisuke jumped back against Obito when his eyes fell on the solider. Although he rarely mentioned it these days, he hadn’t forgotten a second of the older boy’s hateful behavior from when they were in basic infantry together. “What the hell is he doing here?!”
“He’s helping. I’ll explain later.” Obito pulled Daisuke off, embarrassed that he’d let himself get so caught up in emotions he couldn’t quite place. Relief was one thing, but didn’t fully describe what he’d felt, nor did it explain why his heart was still beating so fast.
Annoyed with how easily he’d been cast aside, Junpei crossed his arms and glared at them. Although he looked ready to make some sort of snide comment, he started for the stairs and said, “Come on, then. Let’s keep moving.”
“There’s a window in the hallway above us.” Daisuke gritted his teeth and rubbed his forehead as he and Obito followed; his headache had intensified over the course of the morning. “The hag had me up there earlier. We should be able to jump down from it.”
Junpei crouched beside the panel leading into the upstairs hall, slid it open a crack, then looked at Daisuke from over his shoulder. “Are you trying to make sure we all break our legs?”
“It shouldn’t be a problem if you land right. You’d know that if you were smarter.”
“Who are you calling stupid? You don’t even know where we’d fall.”
“Anywhere is better than in here, idiot.”
“Enough.” Obito maneuvered around Daisuke and nudged Junpei out of the way so he could peek into the hallway.
After taking his time to survey the corridor, listening intently to the clamor from the floors below, he signaled for the other two to remain quiet, then slipped through the passage’s entrance. Daisuke almost sighed with relief when he and Junpei joined his partner, and they started for the window he’d previously mentioned. As he should’ve guessed, though, whatever god he’d pissed off most recently couldn’t let him get away so easily. He turned when voices and heavy footfalls trampled up the formal staircase at the opposite end of the hall. Time snapped forward again, as if the servant’s passage existed in some sort of bubble. He didn’t know why, but Daisuke nervously reached backward, pawing at the air for his partner’s arm, sleeve, something ensuring he was still there.
“Obito…” His fingers clenched when he gripped the front of his friend’s uniform, heart pounding so hard it hurt.
“I’m behind you. Let’s go.” Obito pushed Daisuke forward, unfreezing him.
Junpei rushed toward the window, opening it so carelessly he nearly tore off the paper screen and its bamboo frame. The inviting scent of cool fresh air crept in as he poised himself to make the leap, then jumped down into the gardens below. A few choice curses rose into the air following his descent to accompany the sound of crashing leaves and snapping twigs, but after Obito checked to see whether he’d been injured, he ushered Daisuke to his side as the thundering of footsteps grew louder. Daisuke’s stomach dropped when he saw how far it was, but upon remembering how he’d escaped the plantations on Okara, his bravery surged, and down he went.
He landed with surprising softness in the bushes and quickly stumbled out so Obito could join him on the ground. Once he’d oriented himself, he caught Junpei’s dark
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