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    They don’t meet at first, because Ayaka is still young— she is quiet and shy, and Yoimiya has never been either of those.

(It’s something that will be remedied later.)

It is midsummer, the humming of onikabuto on nearby trees drowned out only by the loud boom of fireworks, and Ayaka is grateful for the Cryo Vision in her grasp; the very one she uses to flurry snow from her fingertips and keep herself cool as sweat threatens to bead down her neck.

Inazuma City is alive with energy tonight, and the bustle from the ongoing festival brings a smile to Ayaka’s face as she silently observes the activities, keeping to herself as she makes sure that everything goes as planned.

Ayaka herself stands apart from the crowd, carefully watching the festivities from further away— she will step up the mantle to lead the Yashiro Commission soon, so this will be one of her duties too.

It is summer, and there is a festival, and Ayaka is young yet duty-bound. There is a gap that she cannot cross between her and other youths, who relish in the noise and play in the streets, sparklers in their hands and laughter on their lips. Almost as an afterthought, Ayaka watches them from afar, almost wishes that she could join them.

Perhaps it isn’t unusual, then, that Ayaka sees  her  first from a distance— up on a hill, isolated from the rest of Inazuma City, a lithe silhouette framed against a night sky that has been sparked alight. Even from where the eldest daughter of the Kamisato clan stands, she can see a pair of honeyed eyes gazing earnestly up at the sky, lips parted in silent awe.

And Ayaka is young, and she has not seen much of the world.

Nevertheless, Ayaka thinks that this girl is beautiful.

“Brother,” Ayaka whispers, hushed as she tugs on the sleeve of her older sibling, who has vigilantly remained next to her. “Brother, do you know who she is?”

The elder boy blinks. “Who?”

 “Her.”  She points quickly at the girl clad in oranges and reds, a summer festival in somber silence.

And it’s strange— the sudden urge that overcomes her for this girl to look her way.

“That must be Yoimiya, the daughter of the Naganohara family, the firework makers.”

 Yoimiya, the eve of a festival; the heart of a celebration. And yet, that girl had been watching the fireworks in silence.

“Naganohara Yoimiya,” Ayaka murmurs under her breath, and tries to ignore the strange flicker of a smile on her brother’s face. Instead, she repeats the name of a girl beyond her grasp, tips her head up to a sky stained a thousand colors, and wonders what would happen if Yoimiya were to ever turn around.

—

Years pass, and the Kamisato clan’s eldest daughter grows up.

Somewhere along the way, Yoimiya must too.

Sometimes, Ayaka sees her in the streets of Inazuma City, handing out sparklers to children as the sun starts its descent across the evening sky; even though there are still weeks until the midsummer festivals begin.

 Naganohara Yoimiya.  Even from a distance, her name rings loud and clear through Ayaka’s mind. Never aloud again, however. Perhaps there is a part of her that’s worried that if she says Yoimiya’s name aloud, the image of the lone firework girl sitting silently beneath a sky of colors would fade away.

Or perhaps the opposite would occur and Yoimiya would become too real.

For now, Yoimiya simply remains a childish dream— a girl from faraway who Ayaka watches from a distance, who persists onwards just out of reach, and Ayaka knows that she is not even a footnote in such a person’s lifetime.

They don’t know each other, after all.

So why is it that, selfishly, Ayaka finds herself longing for the eyes of a girl she’s never met?

“How are your days, Shirasagi Himegimi?” The head chef at Kiminami Restaurant asks as he sets down a bowl of chazuke in front of her and hands over a pair of chopsticks.

Ayaka accepts the food gratefully with a dip of her head. “I am doing well, sensei.”

She knows he thinks she’s lonely, the kind older man that he is. She’s never eaten at his restaurant with anyone before, not even her brother. 

However, she is not lonely— she is duty-bound, and if the path to serving the people as a figure of the Yashiro Commission must lie across her own solitude, then Ayaka is more than willing to welcome the isolation with open arms.

And yet, as she stares down at her brown of chazuke, it’s as if the older man has read her mind, gently piecing apart her deepest insecurities and the excuses she makes to get away with them; thin threads unraveling under his knowing, wise gaze.

“You do not have to be lonely, child,” he says kindly, setting down a plate of mochi in front of her. “There are many people who would love to walk with you.”

She doesn’t know what else to do in response to that besides smile, demure, and turn back to her food with a small, hopeful prayer that he isn’t wrong.

—

There is the sound of laughter down the street; the sound of sparklers and children.

For a moment, Ayaka entertains the thought of seeking out the sound, but the sun is setting and she has nightly sparring lessons to attend, so she deftly pivots on her foot and begins the walk back to the Kamisato Estate, waving amicably at anyone who calls her name as she passes.

—

The first time they officially meet — more than just a mere interested glance while passing each other on the street, and more than a quiet acknowledgment during festival preparation meetings between Ayaka’s brother and Yoimiya’s deaf but charming father — occurs years after that first sighting, by chance on a random Tuesday, when Ayaka is carefully stepping across Byakko Plain and a scared body barrels into her out of the tall grass.

 “Onee-san!”  The child shrieks, latching to the hem of Ayaka’s dress and  tugging. “Onee-san,  we need  help!” 

That’s all that needs to be said for Ayaka to take off through Byakko Plain’s endless field of grass, the child behind her shouting directions.

Fifteen seconds later, and Ayaka is the only person standing between a bloodthirsty Kairagi samurai and a trio of children being shielded by Naganohara Yoimiya.

“What happened?” Ayaka hurriedly asks over her shoulder, directing the question at the firework maker’s daughter.

“The kids were just playing,” Yoimiya informs her in a rush, panic in her eyes, and yet the way she urges one of the terrified boys behind her is gentle nevertheless. “The Kairagi don’t usually wander this close to Konda Village so the young ones were caught off guard, and I was lucky enough to hear the commotion.”

Her fingers twitch, and it’s only then that Ayaka takes notice of the red gleam of a Pyro Vision. 

“Kamisato-san, I can—”

 “Out of the way!”  The ronin growls, lurching forward.

“I think not!” Ayaka’s katana is flickering into her hand not even a heartbeat later, and she parries his blow with a noise of effort, coating her blade in Cryo and sending the towering man stumbling back several steps.

“Naganohara-san, take the children and run!”

“I—” Wide-eyed, Yoimiya stops her protest at the sound of Ayaka’s authoritative tone, and she gives a short nod. Tapping one child’s arm, she urges the children forward through the grass. “Yes, I will! Please stay safe, Kamisato-san.”

“I will do my best, Naganohara-san.”

And with another curt dip of her head, Yoimiya and the children begin their retreat.

 Ah, she’s leaving.  Ayaka chuckles to herself.  Oh, if only you could watch me, just for a little. 

Wasting no more time, Ayaka lunges forward, her blade of ice clashing against the ronin’s sword of fire. Sparks fly at the collision, and Ayaka hides the way she grits her teeth under the strain— this Kairagi is  strong,  but there is no need for the children to know that, and certainly not Yoimiya either.

She lifts her head, meets his hidden gaze beneath the horned mask with the icy conviction to meet his fire. Despite how the Kairagi readies his sword, the white-haired girl straightens her posture. After all, Kamisato Ayaka is renowned for her grace— apparently. It simply wouldn’t do to not live up to such expectations during such a crucial moment.

Drawing back with a silent hiss, she allows her mouth to curve upwards into a signature serene smile that settles onto her lips like an old friend. She sheathes her elemental sword at her side immediately, fingers toying with the handle as she waits for just the right moment to strike—

Ayaka catches a glimpse as Naganohara Yoimiya glances back at her over her shoulder, and for a brief moment, pale blue eyes meet gold. Perhaps it’s just her, but Ayaka swears that the air between them crackles, electric as the element of their nation, before the connection snaps, and Yoimiya is whisking the children off to safety.

In the meantime, Ayaka spins around to the foe in front of her, snapping out her fan in a flurry of frostflakes and unsheathing her blade to unleash a blizzard.

—

By the time she has finished disposing of the Kairagi, Yoimiya is long gone, presumably back at Konda Village with the other children. Across the relatively flat plains, Ayaka can see the cluster of houses even in the distance.

She entertains the idea of visiting the village for a moment before chancing a glance at the setting sun, biting her lip when she realizes how much time has passed. When she’d initially set off for Tenryou, it had been to personally pick up a shipment of tea from Komore Teahouse— surely Taroumaru would be worried if she were any later than usual.

With a heavy sigh, she continues her journey down to Inazuma City.

Retrieving her imported tea from the teahouse is an easy task, especially after her previous altercation, and before she knows it, Ayaka has returned to Hanamizaka, the outskirts of Inazuma City, to rest on the roots of a sakura tree before making the hike back to the Kamisato Estate.

Not unlike usual, her thoughts drift to Yoimiya.

 I do hope they didn’t run into any more trouble,  she muses to herself, thinking of fingers that had inched towards a Pyro Vision. Being born into a family of firework makers, it only makes sense that Yoimiya would possess a Vision of fire affinity— how else would she be able to create such lively explosions on the spot? Oh, but what weapon does Yoimiya wield? Does she wield a weapon at all? It’s only customary that Vision wielders train in one of Teyvat’s many disciplines. Perhaps a catalyst then? Or a naginata much like their beloved Archon? Or maybe even a sword like herself—

“Your sword made fireworks!”

Immediately, Ayaka startles in place, nearly hitting her head against a low hanging branch, abruptly pushing herself up with a hand against the trunk and scrambling to find the source of the new voice.


   No, no it couldn’t be— 


The voice giggles.

“Up here!”

Craning her neck back, Ayaka feels the breath leave her lungs as Naganohara Yoimiya enters her vision, poised and catlike from where she sits amongst branches of sakura blossoms. The blonde-haired girl kicks her feet back and forth as Ayaka’s mouth parts but no sound comes out, and Yoimiya laughs again, leaping down to join her at the bottom.

“You’re—” Ayaka stammers, instinctively steadying herself against the tree. Around them, eternal sakura blossoms fall gently like the first snow, and suddenly, Yoimiya is reaching forward to carefully discard a petal that had gotten stuck in her hair.

“Yoimiya,” the fireworks girl says, beaming.

“Yoimiya-san,” Ayaka repeats, as if she hasn’t been hearing that name ring through her thoughts during the most inconvenient of times.

“And you are Kamisato-san, the Shirasagi Himegimi,” Yoimiya continues.

“I—” Ayaka remains on the brink of correcting her, the sound of her own name just a breath away. Then she closes her mouth, nodding demurely and offering a small, bashful smile of her own. “Yes, that is me.”

“I wanted to say thank you.” Stepping closer, the blonde-haired girl approaches Ayaka almost like how a human would a frightful cat; gentle and patient. It’s only then, with the distance having significantly closed, that Ayaka suddenly notices how the other girl genuinely has a few beats in height above her. “Thanks to you, the children made it out safely, and I didn’t have to resort to  this thing.”

In a shimmer of light, Ayaka blinks as a delicately crafted bow materializes in Yoimiya’s hand.

An archer of fire and fireworks! A smile slips across Ayaka’s lips.

“Somehow, archery makes sense,” she says, giggling lightly. Her shoulders relax, the tension slowly eases off her shoulders as the shock wears off. “Do you make explosive arrows, Yoimiya-san?”

“Hey, they’re only for emergencies!” Yoimiya winks, and perhaps Ayaka’s heart stutters in her chest. “So, what were you doing out here, Kamisato-san?”

“I had been picking up some tea I ordered for delivery to Komore Teahouse.” Conversation comes easily; almost too easily. Ayaka can’t help but realize that despite the formal address, Yoimiya treats her casually, asking how her day had been like a friend would during a casual meeting in the street. Then, with a glance up to the sky, “I hadn’t realized how late it had gotten. I suppose the encounter at Byakko Plain had taken longer than I had anticipated.”

“Ah, it’s getting dark!” Yoimiya grins and holds her hand out expectantly. “You saved me, so the least I can do is get you home.”

Ayaka stares up at her in wonder, pale blue eyes meeting honeyed sunshine.

Carefully, she reaches out, takes Yoimiya’s hand.

“Yoimiya-san?” The Kamisato girl’s mouth moves before she can comprehend.

“Yes?”

“I don’t quite wish to return home yet,” Ayaka says slowly, tentatively. Still, a small smile graces her lips, and her lashes flutter bashfully at the taller girl. “Would you like to have dinner with me?”

Yoimiya beams, her smile crinkling the corners of her eyes.

“Why, I’d love to, Kamisato-san!”

—

The head chef at Kiminami Restaurant grins wider tonight when Ayaka settles into her seat next to Yoimiya, his warm laugh louder when Yoimiya greets him happily and asks if his daughter was helping him tonight.

“Anna is running out errands,” he explains as he turns to start cooking their meals. “On warm nights like tonight, I like to send her home early to get groceries and take in the fresh air.”

“You are capable of running this place by yourself?” Ayaka asks.

“But of course!” He guffaws, placing down glasses of water before heading to the kitchen.

“Kiminami-sensei is always doing the most for his daughter,” Yoimiya comments, a fond smile overtaking her features. “A parent’s love for their children is always great to witness.” When Ayaka dips her head in agreement, Yoimiya suddenly gets a sparkle in her eye— a firework. “Speaking of doing the most, you were  very  cool earlier, when you brought out your sword!”

“Oh!” Her glass of water already at her lips, Ayaka stutters, completely caught off guard by the sudden praise. She stammers out, “It was nothing! I only wanted to help.”

“And you did!” Yoimiya gushes, and she reminds Ayaka of a puppy. “You really saved me there!”

“And I would do it again in a heartbeat,” Ayaka promises immediately, just as Kiminami-sensei brings out their appetizers.

And as they begin to eat, conversing in easy conversation (or rather, Ayaka happily listening to Yoimiya talk of her many colorful customers), the Kamisato girl finds herself meaning every single word.

“Come to the midsummer festival with me,” Yoimiya says, when the time comes for them to part for the night. “Watch the fireworks with me, Kamisato-san.”

And Ayaka beams.

“I would love to, Yoimiya-san!”

—

Some things simply don’t come to pass.

The second time Ayaka draws her sword for Yoimiya, it is out of defense.

There are soldiers in the street, yelling about a new, upcoming decree from the Shogun— a Vision Hunt Decree, to seize all Visions within Inazuman borders and for them to be inlaid upon the Statue of the Omnipresent God.

Ayaka maneuvers her way through the crowd, a feeling of dread deep in her stomach at the sound of a familiar voice amidst shouting ahead.

“Hand over the Vison!”

“Don’t  touch  me!” Yoimiya shouts, her voice sharp over the commotion. She clenches her Vision in one hand and her bow in the other, unable to draw it lest she lose her grip on the Pyro glass orb she holds dear.

Ayaka moves immediately, her own sword flashing out to counter that of the Shogunate soldier who had drawn his own.

“Kamisato-san!” Yoimiya gasps, and there is a clash of steel.

“Please get back, Yoimiya-san!”

Dodging a wide slash, Ayaka ducks low and lunges forward once more, her sword clanging against the offending soldier’s.

She grits her teeth as she spies the sparks between their blades, flicks out her fan.

Her Cryo has been known to come suddenly, a sheer cold of a snowflake mark appearing in the blink of an eye, and with no hesitation, she freezes the feet of the soldiers who dare try to steal the Visions of those dear to her.

“Take care not to anger me,” Ayaka says quietly, careful to keep her expression perfectly neutral. She sheaths her sharp blade by her side before allowing it to dissipate into light. In front of her, the brash soldier shivers at the ice at their feet, but Ayaka pays his quaking no mind and remains unfaltering— she has never flinched from the cold.

“You are loyal to Her Excellency, the Shogun, are you not?” Allowing for the most demure of smiles, Ayaka deftly moves to shield Yoimiya with her body. “Then you should take care to actually carry out her orders. This Vision Hunt Decree has yet to be finalized, else it would have been made known to the Tri-Commission. Watch your words, and do  not be hasty.”

—

They don’t get to watch the fireworks together that year.

Ayaka remains with the Yashiro Commission, and meets with Master Masakatsu, a man who can forge even the most convincing fake Visions, shrouded beneath the festivities.

Yoimiya helps smuggle Vision holders into her house, the blinding light of the fireworks keeping unwanted eyes away from her quiet deeds of rebellion.

—

A year passes. The Vision Hunt Decree picks up and the Resistance rises from the Sangonomiya grounds to press back. Vision Holders have their dreams and aspirations confiscated— Ayaka keeps a tight grip on hers, silently supports the Resistance, feels the Cryo energy coat her fingertips before dissipating.

She grows closer to Yoimiya through the strife. The regular, non-Vision-possessing citizens carry on in their daily lives, and Yoimiya sees to it that Inazuma’s festivals would carry on without hitch.

It is easy, Ayaka discovers, to look into the sky and lose yourself in a sea of brilliant colors, flashing and fleeting yet burned into your memory nonetheless.

When she is with Yoimiya, the sword at her beck and call remains forgotten, even for a while, and Ayaka allows herself to remain in the company of all the hope in the world, packaged into one single, young firework maker.

A traveler from nations across the sea lands on their shores. Ayaka falls in love, and then leaps out of it just as quickly.

She’s not sure of how it had come to be— immaturity? Was it infatuation? Lumine had been kind and understanding from the beginning, and admittedly, perhaps there was some lingering awe from befriending the person who had brought down Mondstadt and Liyue’s terrors.

It’s not as though she’s ever gotten even relatively close to anyone else before, save for—

“Yo!” Yoimiya shows up at the entrance of the Kamisato Estate anyway, a bright smile illuminating the nighttime, rivaling that of the fireflies. She raises a hand to reveal a paper bag in one hand. “I brought tofu pudding! Eat with me?”

That’s how Ayaka finds herself perched atop the roof of the estate, brushing shoulders with the fireworks maker and daintily picking at her tofu pudding. Conversation (or lack thereof) comes easily; she’s strangely content to simply listen and hum in response as Yoimiya speaks animatedly, gesturing energetically with a spoon dangling out the corner of her mouth.

“So,” Yoimiya starts, once a comfortable lull had taken to their (mainly one-sided) conversation. She swings her feet to-and-fro, smiling understandingly at Ayaka, and the Kamisato girl just  knows  where this is going. “Thoma came to me earlier. He said that you were really down recently, and well,” she motions vaguely, “I could see it.”

“See what?” Ayaka asks, feigning innocence.

“The heartbreak,” Yoimiya says simply.

“Ah.” Ayaka breathes out a short laugh, settling back into that lovely space of self-deprecation. Biting her lip, suddenly the surface of her pudding is incredibly interesting. “Was it that obvious?”

“It was on your face.” Yoimiya’s smile softens. She reaches forward, thumb pressing against the corner of Ayaka’s mouth, swipes away residual pudding. The blue-haired girl continues to stare, breathless. “It’s alright, though. Lumine seemed to be… someone easy to fall for.”

Somehow, Yoimiya’s honesty is refreshing, like a cool drink of water on a hot summer evening.

“I think I’m more frustrated that it happened so easily.” Sighing, Ayaka’s grip tightens on the jar between her fingers. “It is as though— as though I didn’t even have a choice. I don’t even remember getting my hopes up. And now I feel… all out of sorts.”

“It can be scary when you don’t have control,” Yoimiya agrees, setting down her pudding. Then she grins, throwing her arms up, lackadaisical, behind her head. “If it makes you feel better, I asked Lumine if she wanted to settle down here in Inazuma after she finds her brother, and it  sounded  like she was seriously considering it.”

And then she pulls a funny expression, crossing her eyes and scrunching her nose in such a way that has Ayaka genuinely laughing, the sound rising with the gentle breeze that dances past, above the buzz of the onikabuto, beyond the turquoise glow of Chinju Forest, and even further than the light of Inazuma City across the water.

“Oh, thank you, Yoimiya-san!” Ayaka giggles in a titter, like the clear sound of bells from the Grand Narukami Shrine. “But I think I will have no choice but to move on.”

Yoimiya’s brow furrows, a small frown on her lips. “No choice?”

“Yes,” Ayaka confirms, and a burst of warm fondness blossoms in her chest as she sees Yoimiya finally turn to look at her, worry evident in golden orbs. “But that’s not a bad thing, I think. I think that there is much to be gained from this experience, so… yes, it is not bad.”

“Maybe not,” Yoimiya relents. Then she pauses. “Well, since you don’t have a choice on that… perhaps you could indulge in something that you do have a say in?”

“Oh?” Ayaka tips her head. “Like what?”

Yoimiya shrugs, attempting nonchalance.

“Well, I mean, your Vision’s pretty cool.”

“Do summer nights get too hot for even the Queen of Summer Festivals?” Ayaka teases.

“Of course not!” Yoimiya huffs indignantly much to Ayaka’s inherent amusement. She crosses her arms. “Maybe I just like looking at your snowflakes!”

“Do you?” Ayaka questions.

“Of course!” Yoimiya replies.

“Then I suppose I will choose to indulge  you.”  Ayaka giggles, but she sets down her pudding cup and summons snowflakes to her fingertips regardless, her shallow breathing sending her heart rate into a flurry as Yoimiya stares at the chilly particles in awe, admiration. The frostflakes blossom at her whim, as if in a dance, flowers blooming where no flora should bloom.

“Beautiful,” Yoimiya whispers, and Ayaka holds her breath. “I wish I could make something beautiful like that.”

“Nonsense, you can!” Ayaka protests softly. “Your fireworks are the most spectacular sight in all of Inazuma, Yoimiya-san.”  Almost. In reality,  you  are the most spectacular, Yoimiya-san. 

“I have sparklers with me.”

“You do?”

A minute later, they’re crouching on the rooftop, sparklers in their grasp, miniature fireworks in their hands, and Ayaka watches the sparking flame flicker at the end of the stick; so close to burning her, so beautiful in her hands.

At her side, Yoimiya’s elbow bumps against her own. They share a look, bursting out into quiet giggles as a guard in the distance loudly asks where the eldest Kamisato daughter had vanished.

“Thank you, Yoimiya-san,” Ayaka whispers. “Thank you so much for doing this for me.”

The firework maker smirks.

“I think just  Yoimiya is good, Kamisato-san.”

“So then, I am  Ayaka.” 

“Yoimiya and Ayaka, sitting on the roof, pudding cups at their feet and sparklers in hand.”

“I certainly hope we don’t catch anything on fire.”

“Hey, have some faith!”

Ayaka laughs the hardest she has in months.

—

“Oh, you’re back with another friend!” Anna remarks happily later in the week, much as her father once had. In the meanwhile, Ayaka situates herself in one of the chairs next to Yoimiya at Kiminami Restaurant. It’s almost hard to believe now that the last time she had eaten here with Yoimiya was before even the Vision Hunt Decree— oh, how time flies. “What would the two of you like to order?”

The moment Anna turns around to start work on their orders, the firework maker leans in close to murmur in Ayaka’s ear.

“Kiminami-sensei is still gone,” Yoimiya says quietly, the look in her eye softening as they watch Anna take to the kitchen. “Anna is doing great keeping the place up and running, but… I get worried, y’know?”

“I do,” Ayaka confesses. She had adored the older man and his warm nature, always welcoming every time she would visit for chazuke and their many, many other delicacies. “I hope that one day, he will be found. Or better yet, I wish for him to simply return home.” A deep sigh has her shoulders drooping, in a rare instance of public vulnerability. “It has already been a year since the Vision Hunt Decree was enacted, and civil war between the Resistance and the Tenryou Commission only seems to worsen.”

“The first and only other time we ate here together, it was after you fought that rogue samurai for me.” Yoimiya chuckles, resting an elbow on the counter. “That’s crazy, isn’t it? Back then, sensei hadn’t disappeared, the Sakoku Decree hadn’t been enacted, and neither had the Vision Hunt Decree.”

“So much has changed.” Sighing again, Ayaka closes her eyes. “I fear that I cannot gauge the passage of time properly anymore. Is a year long or short? I can no longer remember.”

“Is this the eternity the Raiden Shogun is searching for?” Yoimiya wonders.

“I don’t know.” It’s an admission that frustrates Ayaka to no end. To this day, she still cannot place what is happening in the Shogun’s head. “And there is so much whiplash between those suffering due to the decrees, and those who remain unaffected. As a leader of the Yashiro Commission, I wish there was more than I could do, but—”

“Ayaka, slow down.”

A hand soothingly begins rubbing circles into the Kamisato girl’s back, and Ayaka opens her eyes to Yoimiya’s bright smile— in the end, the way Yoimiya’s lips curve up, the way Yoimiya’s eye go alight, still hasn’t changed.

“We’ll be alright,” Yoimiya assures her. By all means, Yoimiya reminds Ayaka of a firework and yet somehow, she is not nearly as fleeting; burns too bright even on nights with no festivals.

“We will,” Ayaka agrees, more steadily.

“Come to the midsummer festival with me,” Yoimiya says, and Ayaka finds herself transported back to a simpler time. “Watch the fireworks with me, Ayaka.”

And so Ayaka blinks back tears of all the time lost, smiles at Yoimiya and imagines them in a place where nothing is wrong.

“I would love to, Yoimiya.”

—

The day of the midsummer festival fireworks display arrives sooner than Ayaka could ever anticipate.

Before she even knows it, Yoimiya has taken Ayaka by the hand, and she’s breathless as Yoimiya pulls her up the steps to the highest point of Amakane Island— the island, while lit with lanterns, remains empty today, with the festival taking place in Hanamizaka and Tenryou, stalls lining the streets.

“The sakura blossoms here are always so beautiful,” Ayaka breathes, never growing tired of the pastel pinks and their ethereal glow in the nighttime.

“This is my favorite spot to watch the fireworks,” Yoimiya tells her, as they stand by the cliffside. “And look, we’re just in time!”

Not even a second later, and the sky explodes with light.

 “Oh,”  Ayaka whispers, and the organ in her chest clenches at the sight, whisked back to all those years ago, watching Yoimiya beneath the celebration from a far, far distance. When had the gap been closed? How is it that she stands at that girl’s side; Yoimiya, who had been a childish dream for so long?

“I usually watch fireworks in silence,” Yoimiya says, face alight with vibrant colors as they flash across the night sky, and she smiles, squeezes Ayaka’s hand tight; Ayaka’s chest squeezes in reaction, “but this is the first time I think I’ve watched to hear my own voice with someone else’s above the noise.”


   Oh. 


Ayaka feels her heart thud against her ribcage, in time with a clap of sparks against the nighttime.

“I always love hearing your voice, Yoimiya,” Ayaka finds herself saying honestly, the words leaving her lips before she can berate herself for even having the thought.

If she closes her eyes and loses herself deep enough in it all, it’s like she can say anything she wants tonight— or perhaps it’s even easier than that.

Maybe it’s the in the night sky, or the fireworks between a clash of swords, or even better yet, the fireworks in Yoimiya’s eyes; Yoimiya’s smile; Yoimiya’s laughter—

Yoimiya, Yoimiya,  Yoimiya. 

 “You look like a yokai,”  Ayaka breathes, because there are fireworks bursting in her heart, and because it’s a festival all around, and because Yoimiya looks so unfairly beautiful tonight in her natural element. She giggles to herself, absolutely drunk on the feeling. “A  yokai  that lures away wayward festival-goers with the promise of eternal fun.”

Yoimiya tips her head back, laughs.

“Aren’t people afraid of such spirits?” Shooting a humorous look Ayaka’s way, Yoimiya taps her thumb against the side of the Shirasagi Himegimi’s hand. “You’re not afraid of me, are you,  Kamisato-san?” 

“I would never be,” Ayaka replies immediately.  I wouldn’t mind dying right now, actually. 

“And your hair is like a moonbeam, Ayaka,” Yoimiya replies, grinning. As if it were instinctive, Yoimiya reaches out, brushes her fingers through a strand of pale hair, and Ayaka sucks in a breath as the thought hits her again— when had the spaces between disappeared?

“Yoimiya-san—” She doesn’t even notice the way she slips back into startled formality.

“Beautiful,” Yoimiya says, seemingly unable to say more for once. Her grin softens. “A moon goddess. You could steal me away and I would gladly go with you.”

Oh, not even her Cryo Vision could cool the rising heat in her cheeks.

“You’re too kind—” Ayaka starts to stammer.

“I don’t really know what to do now,” Yoimiya suddenly confesses, hushed, and Ayaka halts in place. “I’ve always wanted to go to a festival with you, but now that we’re here, I—” She shifts, suddenly looking out of her element. “Is this  okay?  I know there’s a lot going on right now, but—”

Ayaka steps closer.

“I  really  like you, Yoimiya!”

And Yoimiya lets out the most adorable squeak of surprise.

 Oh, that wasn’t supposed to come out  . Ayaka clamps her mouth shut, and she’s positive that she’s never been redder in her life.  Well, that just happened. 

“You—” The blonde-haired girl’s mouth opens and closes like a fish. Slowly, a smile begins to spread across Yoimiya’s face, like a flower in bloom; a firework sprawling across the sky. “Did you just say…?”

Ducking her head, Ayaka shifts her eyes to the ground and delivers one swift nod.

“Really,” she says for good measure, because she’s already come this far. “This… this isn’t me not thinking this through. It’s—” Ayaka swallows. “I mean it. With every ounce of my being.”

“Oh, that’s good,” Yoimiya breathes out, and she somehow inches closer, despite their already close space.

Beyond them, red fireworks blossom against the night.

Peeking up through her lashes, Ayaka’s bottom lip trembles. “It is?”

“I mean, yeah, of course!” Yoimiya laughs, a look of amazed disbelief painted across her features alongside another flash of red in the sky. Abruptly, she drops to the ground, sprawling out across the lush grass like a starfish, grinning dopily up at Ayaka like she’s been caught in a waking dream. “That makes me really, really happy, actually.

“Because I’ve always thought that everything I have was by chance— the family I was born into, the people that I met, the lessons that I’ve learned, all by chance.” Stretching a hand up to the sky, reaching for the illuminations that dance far above them both, Yoimiya seems to be gazing beyond, somewhere far further than the veil of night. “But then I saw you one day, Ayaka, silently watching the fireworks to yourself and I thought oh, I want to meet her. It was never just by chance— I still chose you, Ayaka.”

 I chose you.  The words resound through Ayaka’s head, tuck themselves into her chest and nestle into the space next to her heart. She had been  chosen—  Yoimiya had  chosen her. And looking back, hadn’t she chosen Yoimiya as well?

Wordlessly, she brings herself to sit in the space beside Yoimiya, knees tucked beneath her, and she shivers at how the other girl immediately brings her body to curl around her. The blonde-haired girl’s fingers start to lazily drum against her thigh, more than content to leave Ayaka alone to her thoughts for a while longer.

How had they gotten here?

All of her life, Ayaka had let the circumstance lead— she had stepped up to the mantle of the Yashiro Commission because she was supposed to; she had grown accustomed to her loneliness because no one had ever reached out to her. And yet, when Yoimiya had held her hand out that day and offered to escort Ayaka home, it had been  Ayaka  who had asked if Yoimiya had wished to eat dinner together.

Every day, had they simply been choosing each other over and over as well?

Ayaka opens her mouth.

“You’ve been looking at me all night.” Her cheeks warm as the observation leaves her lips.

Yoimiya hums, wriggling around to rest her head in Ayaka’s lap.

“Sounds about right.”

“I’ve always wanted you to look at me.” Before she knows it, her hands are tugging Yoimiya’s hair out of its usual ponytail, fingers combing through blonde locks. “You’ve always felt different to me. It’s always been a terribly selfish wish of mine, to want something like this when my feelings are so… all over the place these days.”

Yoimiya makes another dreamy noise.

“It’s not selfish if both of us want it. It’s okay— you can take all the time you need.”

“But you could say that I chose you too, right?”

And much like that day under the sakura tree years ago, Yoimiya beams. She reaches up again to let her fingertips trail down Ayaka’s cheek.

“We chose each other, then.”

The sky continues to erupt in oranges and reds and yellows. Ayaka sees the fireworks from the corner of her vision, but sees them more clearly when she gazes into Yoimiya’s— her liquid sunshine, gold just within her hands.

Right now, everything else fades away. There is no Vision Hunt Decree, no Sakoku Decree, no Resistance. There are no responsibilities, there is no Archon seeking the last few Visions to complete the Statue of the Omnipresent God. There exists nothing else in this pocket of time but Ayaka and Yoimiya,

Above them, a pale blue firecracker races up into the air, faster than any of its brethren, before sparking into the night like a flower in bloom, sprawling outwards across the night’s canvas like a snowflake, loud and booming like a clash of swords, yet graceful like a heron at daybreak, and together with Yoimiya, Ayaka watches in silent awe as it shimmers through the air before fading into starlight.

—

“Yoimiya, at the end, was that…?” Ayaka trails off as they walk through Chinju Forest, back up to the Kamisato Estate hand-in-hand. She’s not quite sure how to ask this without sounding overly presumptuous, and she wrinkles her nose as she muses over her wording, wondering how to convey her thoughts in a way that doesn’t sound like she’s jumping to conclusions.

Thankfully, Yoimiya has grown used to her moments of hesitance, has learned to fill in the gaps and read her silence with ease, and the firework maker dons a proud grin as she squeezes Ayaka’s hand.

“Did you like it?” Yoimiya looks adorably akin to a puppy as she voices her eager question, bouncing on the balls of her feet as she awaits Ayaka’s answer. “I’d been trying to get that firework  just  right for you for the past few years now!”

“Years?” Ayaka repeats, startled.

Solemnly nodding once, Yoimiya’s smile turns sheepish, rubbing at the back of her head. “Every since I first saw you use your Cryo Vision with your sword that first time before we met.”

“But… why?”

“Why not?” Yoimiya shrugs, laughing, and in this enchanting place, surrounded by bioluminescent blue flowers and a mystical canopy, Ayaka finds herself continuously enchanted by the sound. “I wanted to impress a super pretty girl, and I only know fireworks! How else would I have gone about it?”

“That’s fair,” Ayaka amends with a giggle, Yoimiya’s mirth positively infectious. “I tried to hold your attention via sword fighting, so I suppose there isn’t much I can say to that.”

“My knight in shining armor,” Yoimiya gushes, leaning in to push her shoulder against Ayaka, and more laughter bubbles from their lips, weightless. Somewhere deep in Chinju Forest, Ayaka swears she hears the sound of the tanukis laughing with them.

“And I would fight for you a thousand more times,” she tells her, truthfully.

Under a cloudless night sky, beneath the canopy of a glowing forest, perfection for a moment in their universe.

“Yoimiya?”

“Yes?”

“Do you think this is the eternity the Shogun is seeking?” Ayaka gestures between them, and then back up to the sky, where the fireworks had been bursting forth from not too long ago.

“I don’t know if it’s what the Shogun herself is looking for,” Yoimiya admits, honest as always. “But it  is  the type of eternity that  I  have been looking for— my own eternity, captured in the fireworks, just like this.”

Ahead of them, the Kamisato Estate comes into view, and a deep longing situates itself in the pit of Ayaka’s stomach— she knows it won’t be long until they see each other again, but the feeling of not wanting to part from Yoimiya remains nonetheless.

“Shall I walk with you the rest of the way?” Yoimiya asks, courteous and smiling, Ayaka’s own firework who gives her the courage to do things she would never do before, and—

“Yes, please!” It’s like she’s flying, and Ayaka sees her own smile reflected in Yoimiya’s eyes, and maybe, just  maybe  she could be a firework too. “Yoimiya, do you actually want to sleep over tonight? It’s already late and all, and I don’t want the Shogun’s soldiers to suspect you of anything—”

“Ayaka!” Yoimiya interrupts, laughter bubbling from her lips, face alight as if illuminated by fireworks themselves. She takes Ayaka’s hands, steps close and presses their foreheads together; Ayaka’s heart stutters in her chest, feels their fingers intertwine. “I would love to!”

There is a light here, even in the night; even after the festival’s firework display has ended for now. It touches Ayaka’s hands, makes her cold skin feel warm, presses up against her frostflakes and stains her soul in a bright place and leads her home; leads her to Yoimiya, her eternal flame that burns bright even during the harshest of weather, whose flames dye her ice into different colors.

There is no more distance; even amidst a storm, her dreams are within reach, a firework within her hands.

She holds Yoimiya’s hand and knows that all will be okay.

 

End.
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    “My lady.” Thoma peels back the curtain of the Yashiro Commission’s leisure room, calling out to Kamisato Ayaka across her Go board. “You have a visitor.” 

“Please excuse me,” Ayaka says, smiling graciously at her visitor, Nobumori from the Komore Teahouse. As Go is a game of strategy, of seeing how much territory you can steal from your opponent, she invited a past warrior. Thoma’s strategies had become too predictable after a decade of rivalry. “I’ll return shortly.”

“Surely I didn’t miss a meeting,” she says to Thoma, turning towards her curtained room. “Did one escape my mind?” 

“No, not at all.” He grins. “Nothing like that. Yoimiya just dropped by.” 

“Ah.” They turn towards the front door. Naganohara Yoimiya has been well acquainted with the Kamisato family for years, as Naganohara Fireworks and the Yashiro Commission work together for all the seasonal festivals. “Is everything alright with the summer festival?” 

“I don’t know. You’ll have to ask her.” Thoma’s too perceptive. She supposes it’s only natural; he’s grown up with her and Ayato before they could walk. It makes sense he’s aware of her attraction to the fireworks enthusiast. 

Ah well. Yoimiya has always been and will be, one to be admired from afar. Even before her name was distinct, one of Ayaka’s duties as a daughter of the Yashiro Commission was to marry for political gain. Romance and love are luxuries that cannot be afforded in these perilous times. Although her father hasn’t voiced his concerns, there has been an increased frequency of suitors coming to knock on the doorstep with expensive gifts and date offers.

She entertains everyone cordially, sending back acknowledging letters and appropriate gifts, but that is all. It’s rare they even see her. 

“Yoimiya.” 

“My lady.” Outside, Yoimiya bows on one knee while balancing a wooden box. She’s following social protocol, waiting for Ayaka to nod her assent. She does.

“Come in.” 

Once the door closes behind them, Yoimiya fumbles to drop the box in her arms and throws her arms around the Shirasagi Himegimi. 

“Oh!” Ayaka tenses up at the sudden flail of limbs and then embraces Yoimiya back. It’s hardly appropriate, but Yoimiya’s one of the only Inazumans that treat her like a friend first and a figurehead second.

From beside them, Thoma laughs. “Why don’t you two take a walk to Komore Teahouse? I can finish up with Nobumori.”

“Good idea!” Without etiquette training, or rather the inclination towards etiquette when it’s just the three of them, Yoimiya’s joyous voice bounces off the shoji and its transparent wall sheets. “Can we, my lady? There’s much to discuss about the upcoming celebrations.” 

“Ayaka in private is fine,” Ayaka says. She’s been telling that to Yoimiya ever since they turned eighteen. “And that is a fine idea. I’m under the impression Taroumaru obtained some aged sakura tea. It would be a pleasant day to take a walk and discuss a few matters regarding the summer festival.” 

“Oh yes!” Yoimiya hefts the crate she’s carrying. “Before I forget, these are all the firework sample colours. As you know, Pops and I have been experimenting with some new dyes. We’d like your opinion on them before we make giant batches. I already have a few favourites, but you know the people best. Can I just leave them here?” 

“Yeah, I got them,” Thoma says, reaching out for the box. He’s half the reason the Kamisato clan is still standing. Ayaka is reminded of how she’s grateful for her blessings. 

Oh, and when Yoimiya grins and holds the shoji door open for her, Ayaka makes a note to offer sweet oranges to the gods. Her blessings have multiplied lately. 

“We’ll be back, Thoma!” 

“Look after yourselves,” he says. “My lady, watch your back.” 

“I will remain vigilant.” It’s rare for her to leave without Thoma and a squad of bodyguards, but Komore Teahouse is under the Kamisato name, and if danger were to ever find her, the art of TaichiJutsu would lend itself well. 

“I’ll make sure she doesn’t get kidnapped,” Yoimiya tells him. “Don’t worry!” 

“When have you ever been a good influence?” Ayaka’s glad Thoma and Yoimiya get along. They bonded over both adoring the summer festival like it’s never coming back, and then found their happy-go-lucky energy can bounce off each other. 

“I am always a good influence!” 

Ayaka laughs under her hand. 

“Hey! Don’t pick Thoma over your best friend!” 

“I appreciate you both,” Ayaka says graciously, stepping outside the Kamisato residence. They each hold value in their unique ways. “Let’s go, shall we?” 

Yoimiya bounds down the stairs, the kumihimo braids jostling on her back as she falls into step with Ayaka. It’s midafternoon with the sun shining down on them, and Yoimiya chatters absentmindedly about passing shops and the coming up summer festival. Ayaka is fully aware she should be duly paying attention, but an advantage of having Yoimiya as a best friend is she can talk for hours without prompting.

Even when they were little, and Ayaka’s chatter filled up more empty space, Yoimiya was bursting with words to say. She was still obsessed with the firework shop, trying to recreate them with her flaming arrows and getting chased down by grown-ups for being hazardous.

Not much has changed, Ayaka supposes, except now Yoimiya doesn’t dive in ponds for pet goldfish and her own feelings have grown. 

Ayaka knows it’s a privilege to be Yoimiya’s friend. Fate allowed the Yashiro Commission’s Shirasagi Himegimi and a fireworks enthusiast to grow up together memorizing each other’s tea order and becoming close enough to use each other’s first names. The chances of that are close to none. Yet here they are, as proof against the chances.

It would be greedy of her to wish for more. It’s a privilege to be Yoimiya’s friend, and even more so to be in love with her.

She should be content.

“My lady,” Yoimiya says, leaning into Ayaka’s personal space. They’ve arrived at Komore Teahouse. “Are you alright?” 

“My apologies, I tend to get lost in my thoughts these days. Please excuse my absentmindedness.” They pass through the traditional pillars of the teahouse and go to greet Taroumaru at the counter. The shiba inu nods once. He’s seen the two of them tied together since the Yashiro Commission first purchased this plot of land and established the tea house. 

“No need to be so formal.” Yoimiya stands with her hands on her hips, surveying the tea shelves behind Taroumaru. “It’s just us.” 

Sometimes Ayaka forgets when it’s like to be Ayaka, not the public persona she’s been sculpted into. 

“My—sorry.”

“No, no! Don’t, well, don’t worry about it,” Yoimiya says, knowing Ayaka is aware of what she means. Apologies are unnecessary between friends. “So, the aged sakura tea?”

“Unless you want the peach one.” Yoimiya always gets the peach one. It’s gone from sweet peach in childhood to sour peach to with matcha and now with honey. Ayaka finds the latest one is akin to crystallized sugar and gives her a toothache.

“Nah, let’s try something new,” Yoimiya says with a grin. “Can we please get two cups of aged sakura, Taroumaru?” 

The dog bobs his head. After giving him an affectionate pat, Yoimiya leads them towards the casual tea room, where friends instead of diplomats are hosted. The only difference is it’s smaller, and the view from the windows faces into the surrounding walls as opposed to the rural farms. 

“May I interest you in—” Yoimiya pulls out a braided string. “Cat’s cradle?”

Cat’s cradle is a game of formations, where various strings are intertwined and crossed on fingers to make new shapes, which can be repeated and refolded into one another. 

Ayaka glances around. Yoimiya only knows the game from Beidou, who brought it over from Liyue, saying it was a good way to pass the time on the open sea. While Ayaka’s certain civilians might know of its existence, the Raiden Shogun might dub her a traitor who undoubtedly had contact with the outside if she got wind of the foreign game. Ayaka’s not sure if she wants to take the risk.

“You may have to review the steps with me.” She hesitates and then begins. The giant smile that splits across Yoimiya’s face makes the risk less significant. 

“Alright,” Yoimiya whispers. “You can do it!” 

So they try cat’s cradle, fingers stumbling over one another to pass the string, and Ayaka glancing at the shoji doors every time there’s movement just in case. While Taroumaru might know, Ayaka would prefer not to be at fault for accidentally incriminating a family employee. 

Yoimiya’s dead set on the string, scratching her head when she forgets a move. 

“Oh!” She breathes out when she finally remembers one of the last formations, twisting her fingers just so. The string loops around Ayaka’s hand. It looks like it’s going to work, like the two of them are going to win—

And then it gets caught on Ayaka’s wrist, unravelling all their efforts.

“Drat!” Yoimiya pulls off the red string and sets up again, waiting with bright eyes for Ayaka to start the pattern again. 

As Ayaka does, she’s tempted to brush their fingers once more. Always, just once more.

She should be content.

Thoma once lent his perspective to her about love. They had been tipsy from party sake for Ayato’s coming-of-age party, a humble get-together that was kept out of the public eye. It had been when they were young and lacked experience, her 15 and Thoma 17, but she still remembers the gist. 

Loving someone is not so bad, he had said. It’s when you want to be loved back, that’s when it becomes painful. 

Ayaka had not understood. In all the art forms she consumed, love was portrayed at its highest peak when one loved and was loved back. For adoration to be a one-way street, how sad. 

That is still the cause. It is sad, but now, she understands what Thoma meant in her bones.

Loving someone can be freeing, a sensation of flying and helpless dedication to only one individual.

If she can trick herself, tell herself she is alright with the one-way street, with chasing a beacon that isn’t meant to meet her, then it’s more manageable. Then she can keep it to herself. Then she can store the feelings close to her heart and let duty snuff them out. 

But Ayaka knows. Once she wants to be loved back, once she wants to be looked at like she holds the sun, in the same way she does to a particular girl, then it would be over. She simply would never be satisfied, and certainly never happy.

Also, she knows she does not hold the sun. 

Isn’t it obvious, Yoimiya does?

The cat’s cradle string falls to the floor. 

“Hey!” Yoimiya frowns at the tangles like they have personally offended her. “We were so close!” 

The cycle is vicious. There has been no change since they were 15 and kissed once, so light Ayaka sometimes convinces her consciousness it was a dream. But while fate is cruel, it surely would not deny her wishing to be loved back. She will marry someone else, and grow old with someone else, but her first love will be her best friend. 

“We can try again,” Ayaka says gently, noticing their tea still isn’t here. “Come on.” 

“Alright!” 

She should be content. Even if it’s a one-way street. Yoimiya is to be admired for afar. It’s a privilege to be her best friend, and to love her.

Ayaka knows this.

And yet sometimes, bittersweetly, she yearns for the sun. 

  
Author’s Note:everything i write is turning into a character study and i’m not that mad tbh 

also! i did research on the traditional terms here, but please correct me if i’m getting anything wrong! 

  crunchy bird app








i’ll give you the moon

Author’s Note:
      It’s five am and I’m surrounded by boxes because I’m moving soon, but I typed this out in a single night because the yoimiayaka/ayamiya/etc. brainworms held me with a vice grip, and I thank them for it. Here’s to hoping it’s coherent enough!!

    


    
    The most beautiful part about spending her meals outside in the sun was the many charming and fascinating things Ayaka could lay her eyes on as she ate. 

For example, the flowering trees of the Kamisato Estate were in full bloom, making the landscape look rich and full of color for her to peruse and appreciate in its entirety. Each mouthful of lunch meat and vegetables melted on her tongue with incredible taste, so much so that Ayaka almost closed her eyes to truly savor the taste of her friend’s cooking. Even the winds were kind today, and she could only sit there and wonder what had gotten the four winds of Monstadt to be in such a wonderful mood to lay their gentleness all the way there. 

Yet, the prime, appealing colors of the trees, the taste of sweet and sour on her tongue, and the wind tucking her hair behind her ear like a delicate friend, were nothing compared to the loud laughter that resided like sparklers in her ears. 

Yoimiya, an acquaintance to her and an assumed friend of Thoma’s, was visiting the Estate today to settle a dispute with the fireworks her family accidentally sent off the day before. Though, despite her sincerest apologies and promises never to create such a rouse again, Yoimiya didn’t seem so keen to leave— it seemed that the pyrotechnic was too enamored by the Estate’s visiting children, and she stayed for lunch to entertain them and their parents with her handheld sparklers and equally vibrant personality. 

It worked like a charm, quite obviously, as even the straight-faced men of the Yashiro Commission were left clapping and laughing joyfully as their children shrieked and giggled over Yoimiya’s wonderful gadgets. Even Ayaka herself couldn’t keep her eyes off of the purple-blue sparklers, or the proud lopsided grin, or the little hops that mimicked the little ones’ glee, or— 

“It’s a shame that we rarely bring her up here,” Thoma said beside her. He shook his head and clicked his tongue in mild disappointment, a hand on his knee and chopsticks close to his face. A cheek was still full with food, and Ayaka tapped her own cheek to remind him to swallow before speaking again. Once he did, he laid down his chopsticks to tell her, “She’s quite the handful, but I haven’t seen lunchtime look so lively until she agreed to stay.”

“If you’re implying that you want to invite her here more often, then I do not have any complaints against it, Thoma,” she told him honestly. Her eyes flitted back to the scene, where Yoimiya was lighting up yet another sparkler to hand it to an older child for her and her younger brother. She was crouching down to them to talk animatedly, her hands exaggerating whatever youthful story she had to share with them. The taste of the salmon on her tongue somehow tasted much more flavorful as she watched. 

“You should be the one to invite her then,” Thoma remarked. While he spoke, he played with a rice grain in his bowl. “I don’t think she’d take me that seriously if I was the one to ask. But when it’s coming from you, then well, you know— it makes it all that more sincere.” He shrugged to himself. 

“If she feels shy about coming here because it wasn’t an official invitation, then you could insist that I was the one to ask and you spoke on my behalf,” Ayaka said helpfully.

Thoma regarded her for a moment. 

It wasn’t that uncommon for him to scrutinize her like this— more often than not, her friend liked to make sure she wasn’t lying to him about taking care of herself or taking a load more than she could carry. The only difference now, though, is that she couldn’t understand what he was looking for, and what the spreading mischievous grin on his face meant. 

That was until Thoma said, “I think you like her.”

Ayaka thought about it. She looked up at the youthful sky and pondered for a couple seconds before answering, “Well, yes. As the sole protector of the festivals, I have great admiration for her and her bright outlook on life.”

Thoma guffawed at that. He put down his chopsticks once more and waved off a pesky fly, beating his chest until the food came down completely. Once his brief tousle with his lunch was over, he clarified himself. “No, no, I mean—” He pointed at her. “You don’t just admire her. You  like—” And then pointed at Yoimiya.

Ayaka scrunched up her brow. “I— I’m sorry, I don’t seem to understand?”

“Jeez. How do I…?” He rubbed his forehead and laughed a little to himself, looking focused on finding a different way to 

Then a tiny  pop was heard across the courtyard and Ayaka snapped her head forward. Her shoulders untensed when she realized that it was only Yoimiya, a child on her lap as they shrieked and fell down backwards after a tiny popping firework on the ground had misfired. Yoimiya then turned the child to face her and began cleaning off the dirt from his face, her lips clearly forming the words, “Are you okay? Are you hurt?” over and over again. 

Ayaka wondered if the tiny popping firework had been that scary enough for her heart to beat its heavy drum the way that it was now. 

“Ayaka, Ayaka, Ayaka,” Thoma chided, and there was a slight amusement to his words. Ayaka turned to look back at him, an apology on her tongue, but Thoma beat her words with his own. “You know it’s rude to stare at a lady. Your brother was the one to tell me that when I got here.”

Ayaka flushed at his reprimand. “My apologies, Thoma, I wasn’t trying to stare at her, I was simply… well, concerned, for the child.”

But even she could hear the slight stammer in her words, as well as the flimsy conviction of it. 

Thoma sensed it too. He laughed, pushing more food her way as his means for a silent apology. “You can just tell me that you like her, you know. I won’t judge you. In fact, I’d be over the moon for you.”

“I already told you how I feel about her,” Ayaka reminded him, still quite confused. Why was he so persistent with this matter?

“And you think you could court her by staring at her from across the courtyard?” Thoma asked her in amusement. His grin was blindingly proud. 

Ayaka tilted her head at him. “Court who?” 


  Wait. 


Court  Yoimiya?  

As in—?

 “Oh!” she squeaked, and her sudden revelation made Thoma burst out into gleeful laughter. His laugh mingled with the adults across from them, perfectly blending in with the ones who found the mini fireworks a great lunchtime show. Ayaka’s face burned the same way a furnace for her late snacks would, though she wondered if her face was much hotter to the touch. 

“I told you I wouldn’t make fun of you for it!” Thoma reminded her with his wolfish grin. He pointed his chopsticks at her to make a point. “Yoimiya’s nice, and pretty— and honestly I would’ve been  more surprised if you didn’t like her.”

“Thoma, please, your voice—” Ayaka whispered pleadingly, her words struggling to get out. She reached forward to hush him, but Thoma bent out of her reach, his smile never leaving his face. 

He gave her mercy in the end, and put down his chopsticks to talk to her in much quieter tones, lest someone heard them talking about Miss Kamisato’s secret crush in the courtyard like they were schoolyard gossips. 

“I was just teasing you,” he said, but his bright tone still made Ayaka frown, her deep scarlet blush still burning her face. “But I wasn’t kidding about the courtship thing. If you like her that much, then you should ask her out, Ayaka.”

“It’s not that easy,” she answered, begging him to understand through her eyes. “I— well, I find her beautiful and brilliant but that doesn’t automatically mean I should ask for her hand. I’m sure she already has admirers from all corners of the nation.”

“Okay,  one, baby steps,” Thoma whispered back to her. He held up one finger, one hand back on his knee to rest. “I’m sure you’ve heard about your father’s infamous courtship with your mother and how it ended with a fourteen day marriage celebration, but you don’t have to jump the ship like that. You could just… you know, court her. Get to know her. Confess, all that.”

“I’m not even sure if she likes me,” Ayaka said, desperate to get out of the conversation. She hid her face behind her hands. 

Thoma laughed a little at that. He held up a second finger. “Number two, you have admirers yourself. If she has some, which I’m sure she has, she’s quite the catch— well, you two already have something in common and that’s the fact that neither of you have accepted any invitations from people.”

Ayaka regarded him warily. “And you think she’d even consider mine?”

“Anyone would have a heart attack and pray to our dearest Archon for mercy if you told them you admired them that way,” Thoma said flatly, and Ayaka made a strangled noise in embarrassment. “Look, I’m your best bud in this situation here, trust me. I know exactly how to get to a woman’s heart, and I could help you win Yoimiya’s in case you’re still on the fence about how she feels about you.”

Ayaka stared at him, her lips quirking up slightly in amusement. Thoma raised an eyebrow in confusion, but then pointed a finger at her and said,  “Hey!  I could be a ladies man if I wanted to!”

A lady shushed him as she passed, and Thoma backed away from their little whispering session to apologize to her promptly. 

When Ayaka made a face at him as he settled back in, Thoma made one right back at her. “C’mon, just trust me. I promise you won’t regret it. Just look—” He reached into his breast pocket and pulled out a hand-sized book, then leafed through out to show her the contents he was looking for. 

Ayaka, on the other hand, was astounded by him. “Why do you carry notes on ‘Plans A to E, How to Woo a Woman?’”

“Not important,” Thoma said hastily. He jerked his arm back and put his notebook back in its rightful place, waving away her suspicious glare at him. “The important thing here is the fact that I can help you out with this. Plans A to E have five components, separated into five core love languages that my own father founded and invented.” He puffed out his chest.

“I’m pretty sure the five love languages existed eras before your father—” Ayaka mused. 

“Not important!” Thoma answered again. “The point is, you’re Kamisato Ayaka, the Shirasagi Himegimi. You could woo a woman if you wanted to— fantastically at that.”

“Thoma, please,” she said pleadingly. “I am more than alright with the connection I have with Yoimiya now. I wouldn’t even dream about severing it in any way with something as substantial as a— a confession.”

“And there’s a big chance out there that you’d do quite the opposite,” Thoma pointed out. He scooted back to enjoy his lunch again. “And even if she didn’t feel the same about you, she wouldn’t be the type of person to resent you or view you differently for it. You know her.”

Ayaka swallowed the lump in her throat. “I suppose you have a point.”

“Always do,” Thoma said smartly. He smiled encouragingly at her. “But it’s for you to decide, Ayaka. If you want me to drop the subject and never speak about this again, I’ll do so. But if you want me to help you, or to support you with this— then I’ll do that too.”

She turned her gaze away to look back at Yoimiya. The bountiful woman had exhausted her adrenaline for the day, so she was sitting on the edge of a log chair to wave her hands around to tell a story to the gathered children while they ate their desserts on their lap. There was a bun in her hand, and she took large bites while she spoke. 

Her grin reached her eyes, lighting the brilliant gold in a way that Ayaka wondered if they were the only eternal fireworks in the world. 

“I’ve always covered for you whenever people found your hidden stash of romance novels, you know,” Ayaka said conversationally. Thoma choked on his food and groaned at the mention of it. Ayaka laughed, then continued, “I found it endearing that you enjoy such topics. I guess that… if I truly want to show Yoimiya my appreciation for her and her radiance, I wouldn’t mind a little guidance.”

Thoma’s grin was big. 

“Well then, let’s start with the easiest first.”

 


 

It was not the easiest. 

Right after the gathering, Thoma whisked her away from her duties for a whole hour to talk to her about the importance of service. He made sure to close the doors and speak quietly, but Ayaka couldn’t help but feel embarrassed that they were even approaching this topic in the first place.

“Service is a person’s way to show appreciation for others,” Thoma explained to her. “When you want to show that, chances are you’d do it by volunteering to help someone out with their house chores, free of charge. There’s also volunteering to find someone’s cat, or picking out the fruits from their trees, or…” He rubbed his chin to think about it more deeply. 

“I’m sorry, but I don’t think Yoimiya applies to any of that,” Ayaka said. She pursed her lips. “To my knowledge, she has no cats, and her father does all of their chores while she’s out.”

Thoma snapped his fingers sharply. “You could cook something for her!” he exclaimed. “Cooking is the way to a person’s heart.”

So, that’s how she ended up, bent over her friend’s portable oven and sweating while she added ingredients. 

She could barely remember what this recipe called for, despite seeing it multiple times while she helped Thoma make them for special occasions. It was a Liyue recipe called grilled tiger fish, and getting the seasoning and fish itself to make it was hard enough to come by. 

Though, she didn’t really mind that part. She heard that Yoimiya was fond of street food, and she couldn’t wait to see her efforts pay off when Yoimiya finds her a wrapped grilled fish to thank her for her hard work by satiating her hunger. At least, that was the excuse she made up in her head, and each time she turned over the fish to sprinkle seasoning on it, Ayaka would mumble the excuse under her lips a hundred times to make it sound as natural as possible. 

She wished desperately that Thoma was there to help her now, but she was the one to shoo him away to help some outlanders with their new shipment into Inazuma. 

Instead, Ayaka squared her shoulders and took in a deep breath, willing herself to remember that cooking was not as scary as she made it out to be. 

Everyone cooked. She should be able to as well. 

But then the little skillet started boiling over, the bubbles threatening to spill into the fire, and Ayaka panicked. 

She looked around for something to cover the skillet with, finding nothing in return. Then she briefly considered stomping out the fire to keep it from burning the precious fish she spent hours looking for, but she knew that it would do nothing but cause a bigger fire (unfortunately known from experience). Ayaka was running out of options. 

Panicking and worrying that all of her hard work would be for naught, Ayaka reached down and took the two spears of fish by its hot handles and took it off of the skillet. 

The adrenaline wore off a moment later to notify her of the harsh burning in her hands. They throbbed heavily, and Ayaka stupidly gripped harder onto them so she wouldn’t drop them onto the dirt.

That proved to be much more painful, as the burning spread faster onto her skin, making Ayaka yelp in pain. She looked around with her tears springing in the corner of her eyes, then caught sight of the plate she was saving the fish for. Practically throwing them onto the plate, the fish were saved at the nick of time, but at the expense of the red itchiness and harshness of her palms. 

“Ayaka! Oh no!” 

Her heart sank. 

Yoimiya ran to her side and held onto her wrist, turning it over gently to look at the thick red lines streaking the palms. She gasped. 

“I saw you doing a little dance in the corner here and I thought it looked a little weird because you don’t usually do that, so then I saw you drop your food and finally looked at how scrunched up your face was looking and I realized you were in pain so— oh Archons,  are you okay?” Yoimiya got out in a rush. She let go of Ayaka to look at her, her signature smile and easy-going eyes dissipated into a look of absolute worry. 

“I’ll be fine,” Ayaka gritted out, and it came out much strained and quiet than she hoped. However, she knew that any louder would have made the strangle in her voice much clearer. For that, she was thankful. 

“No, you won’t!” Yoimiya insisted. She put her palms underneath Ayaka’s knuckles and brought them up. Her hands felt soft, and Ayaka tried not to look as red as she felt all over her hands and face. “Look at them. You’re lucky the pot wasn’t that hot, it could’ve burnt off your skin!”

“I wasn’t thinking clearly. You’re right,” Ayaka said. “I’m sorry.”

Yoimiya frowned. Ayaka was beginning to feel smaller and smaller. “Well, don’t apologize for  that,  silly. We all make mistakes, especially when we’re too hungry to make clear decisions. It’s why I’m always in charge of dinner— Pops gets  way too excited about food in the evenings.”

Her fingers curled around one of Ayaka’s wrists, and she tugged her experimentally. Ayaka moved forward in a daze, her thoughts only captured around the feel of warmth and gentleness in the inside of her wrist. This warmth was nothing like the unforgiving brashness of the steel rods of her fish sticks, warming her nerves in a way that made her forget about the throbbing pain in her palms. 

Yoimiya led her all the way to a water spout, and she let go of Ayaka to pump out some fresh water onto the bamboo bucket. She tested the water herself, then satisfied, she beckoned Ayaka closer, and Ayaka surrendered her palms again. Yoimiya’s own hands curled under the back of her hands once more, then she gently brought them under the fall of the water. 

Ayaka winced at the feeling of cold water on her scarring skin. She didn’t pull away, but Yoimiya’s hands twitched under hers. 

“It’s jarring, yeah I know,” Yoimiya said apologetically. She let go of Ayaka’s hands, though Ayaka kept them under the water, to continue pumping out more. “Thankfully, it’s not that cold. You never put freezing water under first degree burns, but something cool like this can help soothe it before you put ointment on it.”

At Ayaka’s silent questioning look, Yoimiya laughed. Ayaka was finding herself to grow quite fond of its boisterous nature. “My dad used to get all sorts of burns when I was younger. He’d wave me off if I tried to help, so I learned how to treat them so he wouldn’t complain that I’d just make it worse.”

“And you?” 

“Hmm?”

Ayaka felt herself grow warmer. “I mean, have you ever gotten any burns? Yourself?” she corrected herself as fluently as she could. 

“I mean, sometimes,” she answered after a quick pause. She continued to work the rusty pump for more water. Ayaka flexed her fingers experimentally, immediately regretting the decision. “For example, I’ve had enough burns to know that you should probably stop moving your hands that much if you want them to recover. I’m not as reckless as Pops, but accidents happen, ya know? Kinda like now.”

Ayaka wondered how many times she would embarrass herself today. “It’s… not exactly an accident,” she admitted shamefully. “I’m just terrible at cooking, so I panicked. I should have asked for help.”

Yoimiya tilted her head at her. She rested her chin on top of the pump. “You could have asked me. I was just down the street.”

She panicked, again, for the second time that day. “I didn’t think we were that close for me to ask you for such a thing,” Ayaka said, and then immediately regretted it. What kind of excuse was  that?  

“What?  Pshhh,”  Yoimiya said with a snort. She gave the pump one last heavy push, letting the water fall down onto Ayaka’s hands in relieving waves. “I’m always here to give anyone a hand! You do too, so I thought you’d know that.”

“M— my apologies for assuming. I didn’t mean for you to—” Ayaka stammered out.

“Oh, don’t be silly.” Yoimiya waved away her apology. “If it bothers you so much that we aren’t close, then let’s try to be. There’s a good restaurant down the street from us, and I could probably cash in a favor to let us through the line just this once.”

“But my…” Ayaka turned around to look longingly at the fish still smoking on the plate. The fire had long since burned out, but she didn’t remember stomping it out. 

“Don’t worry about it! You were trying to make grilled tiger fish, right?” Yoimiya asked her with an easy smile. 

Ayaka’s stomach did flips like a pancake. But then the question settled in, and she blinked. “Yes. How did you know that?”

“A friend of mine’s from Liyue. In fact, he does apprentice work at the restaurant I wanna take you to, and I bet he’s more than willing to show us how to make it so you could avenge your poor fish dish,” Yoimiya informed her happily. She picked a towel off of the spout. 

Before Ayaka could take it to dry off her hands, Yoimiya dried them off for her. She patted them with such gentleness that Ayaka could barely feel the sting of her hands anymore. When she was satisfied, Yoimiya put the rag back on the spout, and took her by the wrist, gently so as not to disturb the stinging of her palms. 

“There’s some ointment there for burns too that I could ask for,” Yoimiya commented. Ayaka didn’t even think about that. 

“We don’t really have to disturb the restaurant owners for this,” she said politely. “I was just making it for my own enjoyment.”

“That’s more reason to go then,” Yoimiya countered. She held her chin up high, and Ayaka knew at this point that it was a look of complete defiance. There was no way for her to change her mind. “We can’t bring you home empty-handed without a savory treat, and I’m sure they’re inclined to agree!”

Halfway down the street, Yoimiya burst into fits of giggles, and before Ayaka could ask her what had resided in her mind, she told Ayaka, “You know, if Pops were here, he would have been  livid that perfectly good fish was burnt like that.”

Ayaka opened her mouth to apologize, yet again, but Yoimiya saw right through her. “Oh, but that’s his stomach talking for him though! He knows that everyone lives to learn. And, besides, it’s the art of cooking itself that’s more enjoyable than eating, even though he doesn’t want to admit it.”

“And why is that?” Ayaka asked her curiously. She’s never heard that sentiment before. 

“Well, you get to spend more time with your friends when you cook with them,” Yoimiya answered simply. She turned her head to smile warmly at her. “Like with you.”

Ayaka made a mental note to send a gift basket to Thoma.

 


 

This was, by far, Thoma’s worst idea yet. 

“I don’t think Yoimiya would be into these kinds of things,” Ayaka said honestly. She picked up a jeweled comb and thumbed through the teeth, frowning slightly to herself. 

All around them, her servants bustled around to package her things in neat silk packages in neat little silk bows. Thoma was by her side, picking the items out himself and waving over a person if he deemed it fitting. Despite all of her protests and outcries that Yoimiya was an honest young lady who didn’t like the material sides of things, he insisted with all his stubbornness that a humble lady needed to be spoiled at least once in their lifetime. 

And sure, she secretly agreed under her breath, but that didn’t mean she wanted to fully  agree.  

“And besides,” Thoma said to her before they entered the store, a whistling tune on his lips, “I know what you mean. But I specifically wrote in my notebook  not to skip any steps. It would be a shame to do things out of order, you know?”

Sadly, that was true. 

So despite her not truly liking the idea of picking out an expensive gift at the most expensive jewelry store in Inazuma, she had no choice but to at least try. 

The good news was that Thoma agreed that Yoimiya would probably find it less sincere if she were to show up with mountains and mountains of gifts, so the rest of their gifts her people were packaging were other sentiments being sent to her clan’s friends and associates. Those, thankfully, were easy to pick out— Ayaka knew the ins and outs, the likes and dislikes, of most of her brother’s peers. 

The only variable that was giving her so much trouble was  Yoimiya.  

It wasn’t as if she could pick out a firework and give it to her. For one, that would be a near insult to do. Second, the only firework store she could even think of was the one the Naganoharas ran. Fireworks were Yoimiya’s entire life— thus, Ayaka was at a stand-still with her predicament. There was no other item she could think of that would make Yoimiya half as happy as those colorful sparks in the sky. 

Ayaka sighed, putting down the comb. 

“Thoma,” she called lightly. 

Thoma turned his head to look at her, raising his eyebrows to let her know that he was listening. 

“I believe you know the phrase, ‘lightning does not strike the same place twice’?”

“Yes, m’lady,” he answered. 

“Well, your first idea worked,” she said. She pointed at all of the gaudy jewelry among them, the ones that sparkled and shined much too artificially compared to the beauty of Yoimiya’s fireworks. “I don’t think your second one will land quite as nicely.”

“Hey!” he complained. Ayaka giggled behind her opened fan. “We just haven’t found the right gift for her! You’ll see. You’ll find something that catches her eye and you’ll be set, one hundred percent.”

“And what excuse was I meant to give her?” Ayaka asked him. “For gifting her such a thing out of the blue?”

Thoma opened his mouth. He raised a finger. 

He closed his mouth. He lowered his finger. 

Ayaka fought back another giggle as he turned around, slightly ashamed, with a hand carding through his hair while he thought of a solution. 

“Y’know what,” he retorted, then turned around to look at her. “You’re… kinda right. Maybe we can skip this step and push it to the end or something. Then, maybe by then you can give it to her as a tribute to your courtship—  ship—  shipment!”

Ayaka raised her eyebrows at him. He looked flustered, to say the very least, his eyes trained on the spot slightly above her shoulder. “Thoma?”

“A tribute to who, what, now?” 

Her shoulders tensing, Ayaka pivoted on her heel to face her one and only reason for being in such a high-end, albeit ostentatious, jewelry store. 

Yoimiya’s smile was bright, even though her confusion was prominent in her knitted brow. Her hands were behind her back, eyes flitting back and forth between Thoma and Ayaka. 

“Are you two alright? You both look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Yoimiya jested. 

Ayaka was the first of the pair to recover. She coughed into her fist, furled back her fan, and greeted Yoimiya with a polite, even though strained, smile of her own. “Yoimiya,” she said gently, her voice a half note higher, “what brings you here?”

“I was gonna ask you guys the same thing,” Yoimiya answered. She brought out a hand from behind her back to show them her pouch of mora, then jiggled it to let them hear the contents. It sounded quite heavy. “But, I’m not here to keep you guys in the dark or anything, so lemme tell you first! I saved up a bunch of money to get myself a new hairpin here.”

“The ones in your hair already make you look stunning, Yoimiya,” Ayaka blurted out. Thoma flashed her a subtle thumbs up by his belt, and she resisted the urge to step on his feet lightly. Her face growing slightly warm, she cleared her throat as subtle as possible. 

Yoimiya preened at the compliment, grinning and bringing up her free hand to touch the temari in her hair. “Thank you! I think your hair looks a lot nicer though. It looks all nice and soft,” she said happily, and Ayaka felt like she put too much pepper on her tongue. “Anyway, you can never have too many accessories when you wanna express yourself. Everyone should have a little more color in their lives.”

“I suppose that’s true,” Ayaka concurred. 

“So? How about you guys? What brings you here?” Yoimiya looked between the two with a smile, expecting one of them to take the reins to speak. 

“Oh, we were just here to browse and find some gifts for Ayato’s buddies,” Thoma lied, mirroring her smile. Ayaka almost sagged in relief. She could never thank the gods enough for having him be so quick on his feet. “Do you see anything you like?”

Yoimiya perked up at that. “Yeah, actually!” She pointed at one of the large rack displays to their right. “You see that butterfly hairpin? It matches the necklace Pops got me, so I thought it would be nice to get. I’ve had my eyes on it for a while now.” She sighed, though she still looked happy with herself. “It’s a lot of mora, but it wasn’t like I could pass up the opportunity for matching jewelry.” 

She laughed, her hands on her hips, and somehow that made golden butterflies flutter in Ayaka’s stomach. 

“I could buy it,” she blurted out. 

Thoma and Yoimiya looked over at her sharply. 

The butterflies were panicking now. She fidgeted with the handle of her fan. “I mean— I could, well—” She cleared her throat, willing herself to calm down. She only had her many years of diligence training to thank for that. “I could buy it for you, if you like it so much, Yoimiya.”

Yoimiya’s jaw slackened. “Are you serious?” she asked. She looked in awe of Ayaka, but then she shook her head firmly. “Wait, no no no! You can’t do that! The last time I checked the price, it was  easily  over fifty thousand mora, I couldn’t just  make you— ”

“And you won’t be,” Ayaka insisted. Her resolve steeled itself. Even Thoma, who was still gawking at her side, looked rather surprised at her persistence. “I insist. You could consider it a gift from a friend.”

She knew that once she was home, she would bury her face in her sleeves out of pure embarrassment. However, right now— she couldn’t possibly be any more tenacious. Yoimiya stared her down, while Ayaka did the same, until Yoimiya’s shoulders slumped and she rubbed her forehead with the back of her hand, laughing lightly. 

“Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth,” she commented. 

Ayaka and Thoma glanced at each other. In their shared confusion, Yoimiya shrugged. “It was an idiom an outlander from Mondstadt taught me once. I… kinda forgot what it means. But it sounded cool to say, so.” 

And then Ayaka giggled. She couldn’t stop it from happening even if she tried, and Yoimiya joined her in her fun. “You’re quite the character,” she said, then realized too late how it might have come off. “I mean that as a compliment. I mean, you’re quite…” Her brain wasn’t cooperating with her anymore. 

“I get it, it’s fine,” Yoimiya brushed off. Her happy smile was blinding, and just like with the crafts she worked with, Ayaka couldn’t turn away from it. “You have  no idea how much I’m gonna owe you after this!”

“It’s a gift,” Ayaka insisted. Thoma called over the shopkeeper to take a look at the pin for them, thankfully leaving the pair alone to their own devices. “You owe me nothing, not even your gratitude.”

“It wouldn’t seem fair,” Yoimiya complained. She tucked her pouch of mora back to her side, a lopsided grin on her face at the familiarity of the heaviness, and looked back at Ayaka with so admiration in her eyes that Ayaka felt the wings of a butterfly beat in her chest. “So, really, thank you, Ayaka. I’ll pay you back when you least expect it.”

“I’ll be sure to keep my guard up then,” Ayaka teased. 

Then Yoimiya took two steps forward and planted a kiss on her cheek. 

“We’ll see how long you could keep your fort up,” Yoimiya said casually. “I’ve been known to negotiate with seelies to let me through, you know.”

Ayaka knew the answer was quite simple:  not for long, if it’s for you.  

 


 

“Oh! Wait! Did I show you the fountain fireworks?” Yoimiya asked, her hands buried deep into her crate of pre-made fireworks. 

The answer was yes. 

“No,” Ayaka said instead. “I believe you haven’t.”

“Oh, good! I couldn’t remember if I did or not,” she said, and she clapped her hands together in complete delight. The sparkle in her eyes was melting away the fuse in Ayaka’s heart. “They’re native to Fontaine, believe it or not, then it made its way to Mondstadt in its early days when Fontaine travelers came by during their Windblume festival to share the beauty of their fireworks.”

“How kind of them,” Ayaka commented. 

“Very!” Yoimiya agreed. She pushed away the crate and pulled in another one, this one with a deep purple color that held longer cylinders. She picked one out of the pile to show to Ayaka. “This type of firework is a lot quieter than the ones we send off during our festivals. You lay them on the ground, like this, then light the fuse here and step back to watch it shower the pavement in a bunch of sparks. They used to only last a minute at most, but my great great grandparents found a way to make them last for nearly  five minutes! And, oh! If you look in the shell of these kinds of fireworks, the charge is usually a lot— am I boring you?”

Ayaka flinched. She was laying her chin on her knee, staring at Yoimiya as she spoke and rambled on about her precious fireworks while they were cocooned in the back of her shed. It was hot, humid, and Ayaka could practically see the dust particles dancing through the rays of sunlight through the window, but she couldn’t be any happier to be here. 

Especially when Yoimiya looked as happy as she did. 

It was Thoma’s idea to visit her, citing that Yoimiya would probably be delighted in telling her all about the history of fireworks as some quality time between the two. At first, Ayaka resisted, wondering to herself if she had to smile and nod to whatever Yoimiya said like her poor father did, but that concern was almost completely blasted away the moment Yoimiya spoke even before they entered their storage room. 

Yoimiya’s eyes were always so golden with jubilation whenever Ayaka had the chance to see them, but the look in them now was almost entirely transformed. They had a certain spark to them, one that danced and gleamed like the fountain fireworks she was so fond of speaking.

A shower of happiness, and Ayaka wanted to know if it lasted much, much longer than the five minutes of showtime that Yoimiya spoke of. 

“You’re not boring me,” Ayaka told her. “My apologies. Did I give off the impression that you were?”

“Well,” Yoimiya drew on. She chewed on her lower lip, placing the cylinder firework back into the crate. She pushed it away, her fingers hooked on another crate beside her, but she didn’t pull it in this time. “We’ve been here for a while now. We could go do something else, if you’d like.”

Ayaka blinked. “I assure you, I love to hear about all of your endeavors and anecdotes with your family’s line of work. I truly, truly apologize if I did something for you to think that I wasn’t listening.” She wanted desperately for Yoimiya to continue, to watch that sparkle in her eyes to be paired with the blabbers of her most favorite things about her precious devices. 

“Oh, you didn’t do anything wrong!” Yoimiya insisted, raising up her hands. The clouds departed from the sky, allowing more sunlight into the squared window and hitting directly over Yoimiya’s head. It made it look as if she had a halo. “It’s just that I know it gets boring to talk about with other people. They’re not as interested in these kinds of things as I am, and that’s alright, really! I just didn’t want to force you to listen to me go on and on and on about something you really don’t care about. I’d be more than happy to go shopping with you, or whatever you’d like to do.”

Ayaka tried to pick her words from the tree as carefully as she could. “I’m not as well-versed with these kinds of things as you are, that much is true,” Ayaka explained. She scooted forward, hooking her fingers over the crate that Yoimiya was holding, and pushed it towards them. “But I’d love to hear more about it from you, if that’s something you’d like. And, the fact is, I quite enjoy… well, listening to you.” She tried not to show how embarrassed she was at her admission. 

Ayaka added, just for good measure, “I wanted to come here to spend time with you, anyway. If that means listening to you educate me further on the matters of these fireworks, then my ear is yours for as long as you can speak.”

There was silence between the two. 

Ayaka looked up. Yoimiya was smiling at her. 

Yet, out of the thousand smiles she saw on Yoimiya’s face, it seemed quite new. Like with the fireworks in the sky, so customized and tailored to the citizens of Inazuma, there were some that were completely unfamiliar to the sky. 

This smile on Yoimiya’s face was soft, like the baby blues and pinks of a new admittance to the world.

Ayaka returned it.

Then Yoimiya’s smile stretched into her wonderful grin, and she looked into the crate that Ayaka pulled in and gasped. “Oh! You’re gonna like these ones a lot! I think. I mean, I have a feeling.” She pulled out thinner sticks from it. “These are sparklers! We give them to young kids and their mothers to play with when they can’t be near the bigger contraptions like the fountains and the mines— which, speaking of which, have I shown you the mines yet? I’m pretty sure they’re the reason my dad went deaf, but no worries, they’re completely safe if you use them from a distance and put some cotton balls in your ears.”

Yoimiya turned around to rummage through the rest of the crates, looking for her mine fireworks to show Ayaka. She kept talking, however, and each sentence was longer and louder and more enthusiastic than the last, and Ayaka couldn’t wipe the smile off of her face even if she tried. 

As Yoimiya kept looking, she paused for a second, wiping the sweat off her brow. 

“Whew! It’s hot in here, isn’t it?” she commented, and she turned around to look at Ayaka. Ayaka agreed with a nod. “The heat wave’s here for another week, according to Pops. Yikes, right? Anyway—”

She untied the ribbon from her back. She let it fall as she said, “Mine fireworks are the shortest kind out there. They’re kinda like fountain fireworks, except they’re much more dramatic and showy. They’re from Fontaine too, and they were originally called… hmm…” 

She thought about it while she shrugged her happi out of her shoulder, stripping it with a deft hand. Ayaka felt her mouth dry out. Yoimiya snapped her fingers.  “Pot á feu! They’re nice when you’re around a bunch of people, but you always gotta be careful because of how loud and big they can get.”

Yoimiya untied her happi and set it gently on the ground, leaving her in her sarashi. She waved her hand at her face to generate some cool wind. “Boy, it’s hot in here isn’t it! You could take off yours too, if you want, Ayaka.”

Except, Ayaka wasn’t listening to her this time. 

The only thing running in her head was  may our god have mercy, may our god have mercy, may—  

“A— Ayaya? Are you okay? You look really red and sweaty, you know you could take off your top layer as well, I wouldn’t mind. It’s just the two of us here, and Pops knocks before he comes in here, so you could— Ayaka?  Ayakaaa?  Hey, wa— are you okay?!”

 


 

Thoma’s next step for her was one that she almost refused outright. 

“Thoma, that’s—!” Ayaka squeaked, then when she saw other people turning to look at her in their curiosity, she lowered her voice and leaned closer to her friend from across their table.  “Thoma.  Spending time with her and giving her gifts sounded reasonable. But this plan of yours, it’s— it’s almost  promiscuous of me to accomplish.”

“There is nothing wrong with being more touchy with the woman you’re interested in, you know,” he said, his mouth stuffed with meat and rice. He swallowed it, then pointed his chopsticks over at her. “I’m not telling you to do a bunch of obscene things to seduce her, I’m just saying, spending time with her and giving her that hairpin could be brushed off as something completely platonic.”

“Well then, we should just leave it at that and say that I tried,” Ayaka said mournfully.

“What? You’re already halfway there and you wanna quit?” Thoma gawked at her. “You’re almost there! After this, she’d probably think that you think of her as something more than a friend and approach you that way. It’s perfect.”

“A perfect disaster, you mean,” she said. She played with the roll on her plate, frowning to herself. “We’re much closer to each other now, thanks to you. I couldn’t possibly be so selfish as to want more than this, when I already have her companionship.”

“A companionship that could be a bit more than that,” Thoma retorted. He scooted his chair closer in. “I’ve already assured you, the worst Yoimiya will do to you is ask to stay as friends. She’s not the kind of person to think of you differently for feeling the way that you do. The  worst  thing  you could do, though, is never express how you feel about her. Being left in the dark like that is going to eat you up inside.”

“I suppose so,” Ayaka said tentatively. Thoma looked proud of himself for that. “But must I really have to continue with this? A confession could give me my answer much quicker.”

“I told you already,” Thoma started, trading a plate of appetizers, “if you want her to know that you’re sincere about this and you want her to think more on it, then a confession by itself won’t do.”

“It seems almost redundant to me otherwise,” Ayaka mumbled. She hung her head. 

“Maybe, but it’s your best bet,” he said kindly. He smiled at her encouragingly, to the best of his own ability. “You have nothing to lose, Ayaka.”

Ayaka flexed her fingers, feeling the slight sting of her palm from the incident over a week ago. She pursed her lips. 

“So, what do you say?” Thoma asked her. “You don’t know if it’ll work until you try it. And, who knows? Maybe you’ll be a bigger natural at it than you thought.”

Thus, that’s how Kamisato Ayaka ended up in the current position that she was in. 

Thoma instructed her to take things at her own natural pace and comfort, but Ayaka was left to wonder if that meant anything at all, considering how jumpy she was now.

Physical touch, unfortunately to her, was something that she couldn’t master no matter how many books she read on it. 

She asked Yoimiya as soon as she met up with her for their stroll through the market if they could hold hands, and Yoimiya had agreed to it with a breezy smile. She even went as far as to intertwine her fingers with Ayaka first, and Ayaka thanked the heat for being there so she could use it as an excuse for her sweaty and warm hand. 

They went to look at silk like that, their arms nearly touching each other, and it wasn’t until Yoimiya’s thumb was rubbing on the base of her hand while they walked to the nearest snack stall that she was most utterly, and profusely, enjoying it. 

A burly man squeezed past them, forcing Ayaka to hold onto Yoimiya’s arm with both her hands. By the time the man was gone, Ayaka couldn’t make herself let go even if she tried. With all of the willpower she accumulated through the years, it seemed that its one true weakness was a pyrotechnician and the warm expanse of her arm.

They walked to another food stall adjacent to the one they were at, Ayaka’s hands around Yoimiya’s like a protective wife, and her ears burned like a dancing bonfire at the fact that she couldn’t will her fingers to pry away. How must Yoimiya view her now?

Curious and ashamed, Ayaka looked up to take a quick peek at Yoimiya’s facial expression. 

Yoimiya’s face burned red and bright, and she kept blinking and staring ahead like there was nothing else on her mind. 

A friend of Yoimiya’s approached them, seeming not to notice Ayaka clamped like a crab to her side, and Yoimiya answered her greeting with a slightly higher pitch than Ayaka had ever heard it to be. Yoimiya was even shifting her weight from side to side, looking more flustered and out of it than she’s ever seen. 

She snapped out of her delusion and let go of Yoimiya’s arm, shifting her weight backward to force herself to take a step away to give Yoimiya her bubble of space. 

But then Yoimiya grabbed onto her wrist, tugged her forward to her side, and held her steady next to her arm. 

Yoimiya continued to speak to her friend, and the redness of her face was beginning to swell down and she looked much calmer than moments ago. As if nothing had transpired in the first place. 

Like a balanced scale, Yoimiya’s poise was offset by Ayaka’s growing distractedness. 

It felt as if cotton balls were stuffed in her ears, rendering it useless to listen to Yoimiya’s conversation, and leaving her to be hyperaware of the warmth thawing the coolness of her arm and knuckles.

 


 

The book thumped onto the table, shaking the glasses of water. 

“I have to study this?” Ayaka asked him, incredulous. 

“Not all of it,” Thoma said quickly. “Just the ones you resonate with the most.”

“I don’t think flirty lines are something you resonate with, Thoma.”

“Har, har,” Thoma answered dryly. He cracked open its dusty spine with a satisfying groan of the book, then flattened it onto the table. Taking a sip of his water, Thoma’s eyes scanned the handwritten pages. “This was my dad’s. He wrote a bunch of stuff you could say to a woman to make her feel special. ‘Wooing woman,’ he once wisely said to me, ‘is an art based off of flattered she is.’” 

Ayaka held her tongue. She has never spoken ill of someone before, and she refused to start now. Fortunately for her, Thoma continued to prattle on. 

“I know what you’re thinking, by the way!” he said accusingly, wagging a finger at her teasingly. He mimicked her gentle tone in an impression of her. “‘It won’t work’ or ‘Thoma, she’ll just laugh at me and call me adorable,’ but believe me, that’s how it works. It’s how my father wooed my mother.” 

Ayaka paused at that. 

“Perhaps we should end it here then,” she said gently. 

“Wait, nonono! Listen!” Thoma begged, and she sighed, smiling at his antics. She gestured for him to continue. He was gesticulating himself, waving his hands around in an attempt to get her to listen. “This is the very last step for a reason. You said you wanted to confess to her, right? This is the best thing for it. You woo her through your words first, get her to be a little flustered, yanno, and then tell her that you like her. Boom, solid plan!” 

As an afterthought, he added, “No firework pun intended.”

Ayaka shook her head affectionately. “I will admit, these worked a lot better than I thought they would, so I will give you the benefit of the doubt.”

Thoma grinned at that. Ayaka held up her hand. 

“However, this will be the last time I play by your rules, Thoma. If I feel that Yoimiya is not reciprocating my feelings this time around, or she simply rejects my proclamation towards her, then we drop this. Do I make myself clear?” she said candidly. 

Thoma nodded his head in agreement to that. “Alright. No ifs, ands, or buts, m’lady.”

Ayaka deflated. “Thank you, Thoma. You’re a good friend.”

Thoma smiled, holding up the book to her. “May I suggest this page as an entry line for Miss Yoimiya?”

 

“Yoimiya,” Ayaka greeted with a smile. She held out a hand to help her step down from the stone stairs. “You look as alluring as the morning sun.”

“Thank you!” Yoimiya said with a giggle. “And you look as elegant as the… moon, if we’re going by that.”

Ayaka laughed. “Spontaneous and quick even with your words,” she mused. 

“Well, I gotta be if I handle things that’ll explode in everyone’s faces if I don’t do something about it,” Yoimiya replied. She held out the crook of her elbow for Ayaka to take, a habit that had formed between the two of the day in the market. It was something unspoken between them, and Ayaka still had no idea what it meant for them. 

Or what this meant for them either. 

She had no idea what Yoimiya thought of her now and all of her antics from the past weeks, and she could only pray that Yoimiya only found it as something silly, not as something she had to worry about. 

Taking in a deep breath, Ayaka answered, “Well, I know by experience that even your intuition is unmatched by your smile.”

Yoimiya shot her an amused look. Her lips twitched into a smile. “You’re so sweet,” she crooned, and then tugged Ayaka to the right before she could be run over by a man and his bicycle. “What do you feel like eating for dinner? I could give you a whole plethora of appetizer menus, but with main courses, I’m kinda on a run for my money with.”

“You and your metaphors,” Ayaka observed. “You’re quite fond of them, aren’t you?”

“I don’t know what they mean half the time, but I always like keeping them in mind when outlanders come here to share them,” Yoimiya told her. A child and his friend ran past them, the pair giggling and holding up a sparkler to the sky. They held it together, their little stubby fingers overlapping each other. The sight made Yoimiya visibly proud. “It’s nice when people share things. It keeps us human.”

“And the most down to Teyvat person in that department is you, I believe,” Ayaka said sincerely. Another line from Thoma’s giant book of “Things to Say to a Woman”, but she knew that it applied most genuinely to Yoimiya. “Your generosity for others never fails to make my day.”

“Bold, coming from you,” Yoimiya rebutted. She turned her head to look at Ayaka, her eyebrows raised in challenge. “You’re always so nice to everyone! I turn around for one second and then I hear some guy on the street talking about how you gave him some of your time so he could confide in you, or some little girl praising you for giving her a new toy.”

“Many people are like that, Yoimiya,” Ayaka insisted. “Kindness isn’t a finite well we drink from. The only difference between you and me is that you give it with so much love in your heart that it pours out even in your presence.”

Yoimiya looked at a loss for words at that. She stopped them in the middle of the road, before reluctantly pulling them to the side and faltering her steps once more. 

Ayaka’s heart pounded like the festival’s drums. 

“I’m… sorry, we should—” Ayaka cleared her throat, slightly flustered. “We could grab a bite at the restaurant around the corner. Though, I believe nothing on their menu would be as… um— tasty? As you?” Her words faltered and pitched in the end. 

It was the first thing to pop into her mind after reading Thoma’s book over and over, and it painted itself into the forefront of her mind without her meaning to. Its meaning finally sunk into the cognitive portion of her brain, and Ayaka gaped at her friend. 

Before she could apologize profusely and make up some flimsy excuse, Ayaka burst out laughing. 

She let go of Ayaka’s arm to laugh, and she slung her arms over her stomach to bend over, her laughter boisterous and gleeful. Ayaka could only stand there to watch her, uncaring for the way people turned briefly to look at them in curiosity. 

Yoimiya bumped her shoulder a moment later, tears springing into her eyes, which she pushed away with her palms. 

“Yoimiya, I can’t apologize enough, I didn’t realize how it—” Ayaka began, shamefully. 

“No, no!” Yoimiya said, shaking her head. Her grin was so bright that it was unmatched even by the lanterns illuminating her face in a golden glow. “That was adorable! And funny! I just didn’t expect you to be so upfront like that.”

“You didn’t mind it?” Ayaka asked her uncertainly. 

“Oh, not at all!” Yoimiya assured her. She tugged Ayaka’s hand back to her, then ushered them to the restaurant that Ayaka was pointing to. “I’m glad you’re more laidback with me to act like that. I promise I wasn’t laughing at you.”

“So did you…” Ayaka tried to test the words on the surface of her tongue. “You at least knew what I was trying to say, yes?”

Yoimiya hummed in agreement. “Of course!”

Ayaka felt herself grow hopeful. The scent of food in the air was beginning to smell extravagant to her, adding onto the lightness of her heart and the flutter of her stomach. “Really?”

“Well, I know you were trying to make me feel better about losing a shipment of fireworks today, silly,” Yoimiya said cheerfully. She flicked Ayaka’s nose in a playful manner. “I couldn’t ask for a better person to cheer me up like that.”

“Oh.”

 


 


   “Thoma.” 


“I take it that it didn’t go well this time?”

“No,  it did.” 

“Then, can I ask what’s wrong?”

Ayaka hid her face in her hands and vented her frustrations out through a long, heavy impolite groan. 

 


 

Eventually, the day of fireworks came, and it came to no surprise to Ayaka that Yoimiya invited her to watch them with her. 

Yoimiya had expressed their friendship on multiple occasions, citing that they were as thick as thieves, or two peas in a pod. Their camaraderie was welcome in Ayaka’s eyes, but it still saddened her that she never got the chance to express how she truly, truly felt. 

She was content with this, of course. But with most things in life, it was natural to want to try to climb a little higher on that peak, just to see how far it would go. Ayaka, in all her years, knew that it was wise not to push things like this, as much as she wanted to do. If she must keep her feelings to herself until an opening arrives, then so be it. 

At least she could say that she tried, and that her friendship with Yoimiya was highly valued. It surpassed even the value of gold to her. 

Yoimiya held out her hand and hoisted her up to the roof with a grunt. The commotion from below them was starting to rise in numbers and excitement, and already Ayaka could smell the gunpowder from the nearby fireworks.

Yoimiya had first expressed her desire to take them to a cliffside where she usually watched these fireworks. To her, it was the most sacred place in the world, dethroning even the myriad of shrines across Inazuma. Unfortunately, the cliffside was being used as a watchtower for the resistance, and though Yoimiya let it go without a fuss, the disappointment was clear in the dimness of her smile. 

Ayaka tried her best to cheer her up. “We could go down to the food stalls after this,” she offered, and Yoimiya smiled at her in thanks. “I hear the dango today is particularly delicious.”

“I know, because I helped make it,” Yoimiya said proudly, and she stuck out her chest. Ayaka couldn’t help but to indulge herself in a laugh. 

“Then we must really try it then,” Ayaka hummed. 

“I hope it isn’t because you don’t believe me,” she said, knitting her brow. She pouted slightly at Ayaka, then sat down at the edge of the house roof. She let her feet dangle and move, whilst Ayaka crossed hers. “You can ask anyone! I make the tastiest snacks in the country.”

“I wouldn’t doubt it,” Ayaka assured her. “You should show me what you put in them to make them so delicious.”

“Well, because you’re being so nice about it, I can tell you now,” Yoimiya said cryptically, then beckoned her over. Ayaka leaned in, and Yoimiya shielded her mouth with a hand. She whispered, “I just tell the kids there’s a secret ingredient in it so they think it tastes better than it does.”

Ayaka giggled. “Sneaky of you.”

“It works,” she argued lightly. “You should try it sometime. You’ll have a bunch of people lining up for your world famous dango like I do.”

“Oh, I’m pretty sure it’s just you, Yoimiya,” she said honestly. 

Yoimiya grinned at that. “Maybe, but don’t knock ‘til you try it.” 

Ayaka shook her head lightly. “I’m losing track of your phrases.”

“Write them in a notebook then,” Yoimiya suggested. She leaned back on her arms to look at the navy sky. The smell of gunpowder had almost completely disappeared, replaced by the market’s plethora of festival snacks. Ayaka tried her best not to take in a greedy breath. “I could even help you start it.”

“Will the notebook help translate everything on your mind then?”

Yoimiya looked over her shoulder to look into her eyes. The golden flecks of them were glittering again, like the brilliant shower of fireworks that graced the skies above. “I think you already know how to do that without one.”

Those words made her heart beat faster. She couldn’t tell if the slight tingles of her arms were due to the anticipation of the fireworks, or of the eyes trained so solely on her. Either way, she felt as if she was in the sky itself, waiting for the colorful sparks of humanity’s creation to share the happiness of the moment. 

“Oh!” 

Yoimiya’s gasp drew her out of her head, and Ayaka looked in the direction where her friend pointed. She pointed upwards to the sky, where a singular firework singed upwards and exploded into a million white pieces. 

“It’s starting!” Yoimiya said excitedly, and she shifted her weight from side to side until she was comfortable. Ayaka was tempted to lay her head on Yoimiya’s shoulder while they watched, but she knew that these moments were Yoimiya’s revered times. 

Instead, Ayaka squared herself and tilted her chin up, watching as three more rockets exploded into the sky and showered everyone in its vibrant colors. It tripled thereforth, and continued over and over until Ayaka couldn’t figure out where the fireworks began and the sky ended. 

She couldn’t stop her gasps even if she tried. Without fail, the fireworks every year were a spectacle that reminded her of the beauty of the world. Fleeting, with one blink and a new color would appear, but it was all so beautiful all the same. There was no such thing as an ugly firework, with each crackle in the sky a new entry and meaning to a person down below that found solace in every outline and stain. 

It almost brought tears to her eyes, even. 

She was so moved by the laughter and the awe down below that she couldn’t help but turn her gaze to the person she wanted to share it the most. 

Yoimiya was still looking up, that same soft smile on her face she had seen once before, and the gold of her eyes reflected the barrages of color in the sky. 

She could almost watch the fireworks entirely out of Yoimiya’s fascinating eyes. 

And as another firework streaked across the canvas of the atmosphere, golden and vibrant and crimson that reminded her so breathlessly of the woman who watched them with such reverent attention, Ayaka realized that these fireworks meant something to her too. 

“I’m falling in love with you, Yoimiya,” she said with the candor of the displays of celebration above. “Most ardently, I truly am.”

It was the first, and only time, Ayaka had ever seen her break her concentration among her fireworks. She blinked slowly, her peaceful gaze turning into one of complete astonishment at that. Another firework burst in the sky, this time white-blue and quieter than the others, and it made the sky go quiet, as if even the contraptions knew this moment was more sacred than its performance. 

She turned to look at Ayaka, her gaze set on her. 

And Ayaka’s words sunk deep into her heart, and she couldn’t do anything but slam her hands over her mouth from her uttered words, as if it would keep it all back inside of her. Her fan was too far for her to cover herself, and the hands over her mouth only rendered her more embarrassed in her bad-mannered presentation. 

“I heard that correctly, right?” Yoimiya said, and her slackened jaw only attested to Ayaka’s embarrassment. “Like I wasn’t just imagining the fireworks saying that to me?”

“Why would the—?” Ayaka shook her head. “I mean, yes. You did. But, please, I didn’t mean to say that, I only—”

“You didn’t mean to say it?” Yoimiya asked her. The world was at a complete standstill for her. She couldn’t even hear the people from down below. “Or you didn’t mean it?”

“I didn’t mean for you to hear it, at the very least,” Ayaka clarified. Her heart pounded hard that it almost hurt. “I didn’t mean for you to know.”

“Why?”

“Because I didn’t want you to  know,” Ayaka insisted. Yoimiya was moving closer to her. 

Hands were on either side of her face. “Why?” she repeated. 

“I didn’t think you’d take it so kindly. I— I didn’t want to put you in that position.”

“Why?” Yoimiya asked her again. “I thought you knew I wanted to kiss you?”

Ayaka felt herself stop breathing. At least, she felt quite lightheaded. “What?”

“Can I kiss you?”

She didn’t know if she said verbalized it, or just shook her head, but the next thing she knew, Yoimiya’s lips were on hers, and they moved like Yoimiya, and tasted like Yoimiya, and she wondered if Yoimiya brought sparklers for them because her hands certainly felt like it. 

And when Yoimiya broke away from her, a giggle bubbled on her lips and her smile split so wide, Ayaka wondered why she tried to curse the fireworks for drawing out her desires in the first place.

“Can I tell you something?” Yoimiya asked her, her voice so light and jubilant that Ayaka nearly pulled her in again for another kiss.

Ayaka nodded. She didn’t trust her voice. 

“I kinda thought we were already dating.” Yoimiya flashed her an apologetic look. 

Ayaka blinked. “What?” She wished she could say something more than  “What?”  in the next ten minutes. Even her usual  “Pardon me?” would have sufficed here. 

“What was I supposed to think!” Yoimiya raised her hands in surrender. “You were trying so hard to flirt with me and you kept being all touchy and offering me all sorts of things, I just thought it was your fancy-shmancy way of telling me you wanted us to get together or something, I don’t know.”

“Well—” Ayaka swallowed the lump in her throat. “Well, you’re not entirely wrong.” In fact, she was right on the mark. 

Yoimiya laughed. “I mean, I hoped so! I just thought you knew that I knew. I was a little more than surprised when you looked more mortified than happy that you’d tell me something like that.”

“I’m still quite mortified,” Ayaka agreed. Because she was, despite what just happened.

Yoimiya tilted her head, frowning slightly in concern. “You know those fireworks don’t just celebrate festivals, right? They’re so big and grand because they were meant to speak out to people. Every hope and dream from a person could be in one of those fireworks.”

“You’ve told me as much,” Ayaka said. Her voice was still quiet. It almost got lost in the bustle of the crowd below. 

Yoimiya reached over and held onto her hands, and squeezed them. “I’m honored I got to be a tiny part of what those fireworks meant to you. I really, really am. And I don’t want you to ever think otherwise.”

Ayaka shook her head. “You’re wrong.” She paused, mulling her words over her head. They turned and turned over her tongue until she was brave enough to get them out. “You’re a big part of it, Yoimiya. And I think you always will be.”

Yoimiya let out a puffed breath. She squeezed Ayaka’s hands. 

Below, the people were beginning to light up the bigger lanterns to advertise the stalls and the games of the festival. But Ayaka couldn’t even spare them a glance, despite it being her biggest wish. Instead she was focused on the softness of Yoimiya’s smile, and how carefully she wished she could carve it as stained dust onto her heart. 

She put her hand over Yoimiya’s cheek. She parted her lips, but not a thing came out. 

Yoimiya’s eyes bore into hers like a mini firework show just for her. She squeezed Ayaka’s hand once more, then took over the talking to spare her the effort. 

“You know how everyone calls you  Shirasagi Himegimi—  our white heron princess?” Yoimiya asked her. Ayaka nodded.  “Anddd you know how I’m the Queen of the Summer Festival?”

“Please, just tell me,” Ayaka told her, a little more on the impatient end. Yoimiya laughed, loud and beautifully. 

“Well, after everything you’ve done for me, I thought I could make you the queen for tonight.” Yoimiya grinned. “Hence the little white-blue firework at the end. I made it just for you.”

Ayaka’s heart thumped hard against her ribcage, so much so that it felt like little fireworks were going off in them.  Fitting,  she could only think. “Miya,” she called on steadily, and Yoimiya’s brilliant gold eyes sparkled onto hers like a handheld firework. “What is a queen without her own?”

Yoimiya laughed, brightly and colorfully. Ayaka pulled her by the back of the neck for another kiss.

And it turned out that Yoimiya’s laugh on her lips was a favorite of hers, greatly surpassing the street food that commemorated the celebration. 

 


 

“Ayaka?”

“Yes?”

“You know how we can make custom fireworks? And how recently, my dad figured out how to spell out things with them?”

“Oh, yes— they’re quite popular for love confessions and gratitude pieces, I’ve heard.”

 “Ha,  well— a couple days ago, Thoma ordered some fireworks from Pops, but he declined it because he thought it would be ‘messing with fate’.”

“Did he? What did it say?”

 “Something, something, ‘Congratulations to Miss Kamisato and her faith in her friend’?”

  
Author’s Note:Never have I ever researched something in such great detail than I did researching fireworks for this fic omg
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    “This tea is delicious, Thoma,” Ayaka said with a smile. She put her tea cup down and let the flavors coat her tongue. Bitter at first, but its savory taste was quickly washing down. “Where did you get this?”

“That good?” Thoma chirped, puffing his chest out in pride. He poured her some more tea and tapped the side of his teapot. “It was a new shipment from Natlan. I had to give it a taste before letting everyone else have a go, you know?”

Ayaka tapped her chin, then tilted her head. She hid the curl of her lips behind the tea cup, then answered amicably, “I suppose.”

Her companion laughed, boisterous and carefree, fitting for a Saturday morning. Even the air was peaceful, and Ayaka wondered if they had risen for their tea break much too early for even the birds to sing. No matter though— what mattered was the fact that she was free from (most) of her duties for the day, and Thoma was wonderful, lovely company. 

Thoma allowed himself to pour another cup of tea, and Ayaka tried not to look too entertained at her friend’s blatant enjoyment of the unique leaves. “Did you know,” he started, in that telltale grandiose voice of his, “the people of Monstadt have a wine so unique to their people that even one sip of it can knock an Inazuman off their feet?”

“Are you talking about dandelion wine?” she inquired, and at his dutiful nod, Ayaka hummed. “I can’t say I’ve ever tried. Now that you’re getting a steady flow of shipments, it wouldn’t hurt to request one for a night in. Perhaps with the traveler and her little companion.”

“I’ll have some warm water on standby. Just in case,” Thoma jested, and something in his voice suggested that it was more for her than for their traveling friend. 

Ayaka pulled a slight face, though Thoma pretended not to notice by whistling and looking away in the other direction. She sighed in counterfeit irritation, and took yet another sip of her drink. It was wonderfully flavorful, with a side of spice to it that kicked her taste buds into action. Like mini fireworks on her tongue. 

Speaking of fireworks.

“You know,” she began, and Thoma glanced at her from the corner of his eyes, “we haven’t visited, the…  Naganoharas, in quite a while. It would be nice if we stopped by today and paid—”


   “AYAKA!” 


The loud projection made Ayaka wince, nearly choking on a mouthful of the tea. She gulped it down as best as she could, then looked at Thoma in bewilderment. When he shrugged helplessly, she glanced around her surroundings to find the source of the voice. 

She didn’t have to look far, thankfully. 

Yoimiya appeared beside their table in one singular blink, and it took her by so much surprise that Ayaka had to put a finger over her lips to keep from yelping. 

“Ayaka! There you are!” Yoimiya said happily, and the warmth that crept around her chest and neck made Ayaka uncomfortably aware of the effect Yoimiya had on her. From the way Thoma was glancing back and forth between them, so did he. “I’ve been looking for you  everywhere!  A bunch of people kept telling me you were shopping today, and then some of them told me you were running errands for your brother, but then  finally,  I caught up with this samurai who told me that you spent every Saturday drinking tea on the porch of your house with Thoma, so I finally found you!  Boy,  I should really make him a basket or something.”

Yoimiya drew in a long breath after that, then released. She was panting, Ayaka realized, and the implication that she ran all the way here made her feel slightly, well, conflicted, to say the least. 

“It’s very lovely to see you, Yoimiya,” Ayaka said as neutrally as possible, though the slight snort from Thoma almost possessed her foot to kick him in the shin. “To what do I owe the…  pleasure?”

She tried not to think about how high her voice had gotten since Yoimiya’s appearance. 

“Oh! Easy!” Yoimiya answered. She drew herself up from her slightly bent-over posture, then grinned, wide and happy and striking Ayaka’s heart between the ribs. “I want you to kiss me!”

Ayaka almost shattered her teacup. 

“Anddd would you look at that!” Thoma said melodramatically, then accompanied his newfound revelation with a gasp. “It’s time for me to— to— do my laundry! You girls have fun without me, I’ll see you soon, Ayaka, bring back my tea set and don’t forget about your meeting at six!”

Just like that, Thoma left without another word, leaving Ayaka to stare, dumbfounded, at his back. Meanwhile, Yoimiya rocked on her heels, and from the corner of her eye, she realized that Yoimiya had been holding  flowers and chocolates.  

“Pardon me?” Ayaka said, her words coming out feeling as if they were made out of chalk. 

Asking that was a bad idea, and it was a fact she noticed too soon, for Yoimiya simply replied with, “Just because! I want you to kiss me.”

“Well— I suppose, though— I don’t— I’m sorry, I don’t think I—” Ayaka tried desperately to string together a coherent sentence, but her entire situation felt as if it was formed in a dream. Yoimiya’s innocent smile and batting of eyelashes at her didn’t help either, though Ayaka knew that it was indeed not a dream, as she had been pinching herself under the table since Yoimiya’s apparent request (confession?). 

“Yoimiya,” she tried again, and tried her best to channel the firm energy that was required of her from time to time. “Why do you want to kiss me?”

Yoimiya actually looked  shocked that she would ask that. “Why not?”

“Well…” Ayaka couldn’t bring forth a proper answer to that.

“So?” Yoimiya asked her, and she sounded almost hopeful. “Can you kiss me? It’s alright if it’s a no, by the way, I—”

“Then I’d say no.”

She didn’t know who was more shocked at her answer— herself or Yoimiya. 

Yoimiya scratched her head. “Can I ask why, at least?”

She sounded almost as if she was asking Ayaka about her experience at her workshop. It almost made Ayaka laugh at the absurdity of it all. 

But, unfortunately, she had no good answer. Something about the situation made her feel off, in a way, and though it was indeed coming out of Yoimiya’s mouth, it was not Yoimiya’s truest intentions. After dealing with merchants and businessmen for as long as she had, Ayaka had a radar for these kinds of things— though it confused her to wonder  why Yoimiya was asking to… to…

“Oh, I never meant to back you into a corner! I’m so sorry,” Yoimiya said genuinely, and Ayaka could only blink at her. Yoimiya put the chocolates and flowers on the table, right beside Ayaka’s hand. “I was just wondering if you’d kiss me, that’s all. If you’d like me to stop, I promise I will. Your wish is my command. Or whatever it is.” And she saluted jokingly to make her laugh. 

Ayaka shook her head to clear it of other lingering thoughts. “I never told you that,” she said gently, and the words were taken out of her mouth before she could stop them. Yoimiya’s eyes glittered. “Just… I don’t think you can ask a lady for a kiss without courting her.”

It was, after all, the best excuse she could come up with while staring at the same woman who haunted her greatest day dreams. It also happened to be quite true. 

 “Ohhhhh.”  Yoimiya nodded thoughtfully, even going as far as to rub her chin in thought. She looked as if Ayaka’s words made perfect sense to her. 

Ayaka deflated. “So, you see—” she tried to say further, though Yoimiya beat her to it. 

“I’ll try my best and court you then!” Yoimiya announced proudly, and then puffed out her chest. 

Ayaka could only look at her helplessly as Yoimiya chattered to herself happily about her newest courting plans while counting things on her fingers and turning to Ayaka now and again to confirm if it was “something she was okay with,” and if this or that kind of explosive was okay on a date. 

Ayaka could only nod mutely to everything she said before Yoimiya took both of her hands, promised her she would try her best so she could win that kiss, and then took off with nothing but an energetic wave and a happy walk away. 

“How long have you been sitting here staring at the field like you saw a ghost?” Thoma asked her incredulously, then took his seat back in front of her. He reconsidered his words, then said, “Or, uh, a really pretty ghost?”

“I don’t know,” Ayaka answered solemnly. She took a sip of her tea. Surprisingly, it was still warm. “Though I believe that Yoimiya requested a kiss from me.”

To his credit, Thoma didn’t look even slightly surprised. He only poked the bundled flowers on the table in front of them, and declared, “Well. Good on you for not cracking right away over a first date gift. I knew it would take more than that to win you over, m’lady.”

Ayaka put her palms over her face, then slid down over her chair.

 



 

Her brother, Ayato, wasn’t keen on letting her come alone to an errand in Inazuma City. They had argued back and forth over tea, coming to a compromise of Ayaka having to bring along Thoma for the duration she was there. She loved her brother and appreciated his efforts to keep her safe, though she was a grown  lady— there was no need for escorts in a city that brought her no harm. 

Though, having Thoma by her side did bring her some sort of ease. She knew no one here, at least on a closer level, and having Thoma joke and jostle her shoulder when she was much too stiff while taking on her duties was quite comforting. He was a pillar to her, another brother that was looking out for her. 

Which made it quite the conundrum when someone had to whisk Thoma away for something happening at the heart of the city. Thoma had asked her thrice if she was okay on her own, and Ayaka responded in kind each time, though her words of “I’ll do fine here” for Thoma were better said than done when she realized, almost immediately, that she had nowhere to go. 

Her duties were done for the afternoon, as her transactions with the people Ayato needed to touch base with were quite the quick talkers. She couldn’t simply leave without Thoma either, and Lumine had long sailed away back to Mondstadt to visit her friends. Ayaka was stuck, suspended in the air in a place with dozens and dozens of people walking past her and giving her smiles and waves. 

She couldn’t come up to one of them and take advantage of their hospitality while she was there! It would be rude. 

Ayaka pursed her lips, playing with the ridge of her fan. Perhaps she could order some noodles, and wait for Thoma’s return while helping the cook clean off the dishes for the night. 

“What’s a pretty lady like you doing all alone in the street?” Yoimiya asked her kindly. 

Ayaka turned her head quickly, her mouth dry and practically glued shut with the inability to speak.

Yoimiya only tilted her head slightly towards her, an oblivious smile still graced on her lips as she waited for Ayaka to speak. The golden sunshine behind her illuminated the ornaments in her hair, and she was quite grateful for the practices in discipline back at home. She tore her eyes away almost forcibly. 

Ayaka, thankfully, composed herself before Yoimiya could grow concerned. “Good afternoon, Yoimiya,” she said, and she held back an inner wince at the formalities that stayed on her tongue. She almost apologized for it, but instead continued, “What brings you to Inazuma City?” That was a safe question to ask. 

Yoimiya’s lips curled even more with it, though it left Ayaka slightly confused. Did she say something funny? “Oh, you know…” Yoimiya waved her hand dismissively, though the other one rested behind her back. What an odd placement, Ayaka mused. “Sight-seeing, restocking on gun powder, yadda yadda.”

“Sounds like you have quite a lot on your plate,” Ayaka commented, frowning slightly. “Are you sure you don’t need to be somewhere right now?”

“Why? Are you trying to get rid of me?” Yoimiya asked her, drawing a gasp from her chest. She put a hand on her heart, looking wounded.

Ayaka backtracked as fast as possible. “Oh no, of course not,” she said quickly, shaking her head just as fast. “I was only concerned, on the assumption that I was distracting you from your errands.”

Yoimiya laughed. Ayaka stood there once more, wondering how she had gotten so humorous in the past few hours. “I got everything my pops needed to fix the roof. I’m free,” Yoimiya assured her, though the twinkle in her eyes was much too mischievous even for Ayaka. “Actually, I saw Thoma down the street trying to fix a hole in a boat with my friend, and he told me he came here with you. I went looking for you.”

“For— for me?” Ayaka stammered. She fiddled with her fan by her hip. 

“Yep!” 

Lavender tickled the bottom of her nose. Ayaka blinked, then looked back up at Yoimiya’s big, proud smile. “I couldn’t find anything better,” she admitted. 

“Anything better?” Ayaka echoed. She took the lavender wordlessly, mostly due to the shock. 

“I found these on the way back,” Yoimiya explained. “I was making some chocolates back home, but some of my special firework powder accidentally got knocked into it, so there’s no dice there. I’ll make you some more, if you like them.”

“I…” Ayaka’s mouth felt as if she stuck a cotton ball in it. “Well, I did enjoy the sweets you gave to me the other day. Though, I don’t think it would be paramount for you to need to make them again.”

Yoimiya nodded thoughtfully to her words. “Right, right. You said I had to do more than give you flowers and chocolates,” she said solemnly.

Alarmed, Ayaka said, “Oh, I never—”

“Thankfully, I just got the thing!” Yoimiya said, puffing out her chest proudly. She held her hand, palm up, smiling reassuringly. “Do you have any time to come see something with me?”

“I… suppose, yes, though—” Ayaka blinked. “Can I at least inquire where we are going?” Despite her words, she took Yoimiya’s hand, her lavenders still clutched in the other. 

Yoimiya winked. “You’ll see. Promise I’m not taking you anywhere creepy though.”

Yoimiya’s hand was warm, almost hot to the touch, as if she spent the morning tending to hot coals. They were callused as well, especially underneath the knuckles and in between the webbings. In spite of it, Ayaka found herself enjoying the feeling, committing herself to memorize every palm line and callus granted to her while they walked through the streets and through the dirt paths. 

It was, well, a little concerning to trust one girl this much, especially with the name she carried, but Ayaka couldn’t find it in herself to care— she had been acquaintances with Yoimiya for as long as she could remember, and it was a miracle that her wish to become friends with the eccentric pyrotechnician had been granted on such arbitrary circumstances. 

In fact, it was such a relief to be acting so close to Yoimiya now that Ayaka could quietly forget Yoimiya’s oddball behavior from the day before. 

“Oh— we’re here!” Yoimiya said excitedly. She turned to look at Ayaka, dropping their hands in the process. Ayaka tried her best to gulp down the golf ball sized lump in her throat. She didn’t even notice that they had walked all the way to an empty field outside of the city. “Can you close your eyes for me?”

“Sorry?” 

“Like this, silly,” Yoimiya answered happily. She put her hands over her eyes, then pulled them down. “But no peeking, obviously. Nobody likes peekers,” she accused gently. 

Ayaka laughed softly. She couldn’t help it. The entire situation unfolding before her was something breathed out of a silly dream. 

Yoimiya took the lavenders still clutched firmly in her hand gently. She put them down on the grass, then wrapped her fingers around Ayaka’s wrists gently to bring them up to her face. Ayaka complied. 

Yoimiya circled behind her, gentle hands resting on her shoulders to steer her in the right direction. “Where are we going?” Ayaka asked her, though not in an accusing manner. 

“Telling you would ruin the surprise, wouldn’t it?” Yoimiya asked her. “Plus, the surprise is half the fun!”

Ayaka let her steer a couple feet in front of her, until they stopped. The wind caressed her cheek like a tender lover, the gentlest of seasons out of the year. She could feel Yoimiya’s soft breath blowing onto her neck, and the feeling almost made chills come up and down her spine. She didn’t know if it was even okay to feel so comforted by it. 

Yoimiya giggled behind her. “You can open your eyes now.”

Her cheeks glowed with warmth. “Oh.”

She removed the hands covering her face, then blinked to let herself adjust to the light. 

They were overlooking a small cliff, and below was a small patch of sand that was manipulated to spell out the words,  “Can I have a kiss from you?”  

The words were written into the sand in scrangly writing, one that Ayaka had seen only once or twice in her life through slips of papers she had to bring during festival duties, though it was undeniably Yoimiya’s. 

And, through the embarrassment and the disarrayed thoughts that whizzed past her brain, Ayaka realized that Yoimiya hadn’t been joking the day before. 

It was hard to discern how she felt about it. 

“Too much?” Yoimiya asked her, laughing slightly. There was a hint of nervousness in her words, however, and Ayaka could see her scratching her collarbone from her peripheral vision. 

“I wouldn’t say that. Explicitly,” Ayaka told her. She didn’t know what else to say. She looked between the words in the sand and Yoimiya’s proud face, then back to the words and back to Yoimiya. 

Yoimiya took her silence as rejection. “It’s okay if it’s no,” she said quickly. “You just said— the other day, that I had to court you. I, uh, didn’t actually know what that meant.” She laughed out of embarrassment. “So I asked some of the kids down the river for some ideas and they all told me to do this. They said I had to ask you in a romantic way, and it made sense. Kinda.”

“How old were these kids?” Ayaka questioned.

“Like. Between eight and ten. And an ambiguously aged oni,” Yoimiya answered honestly. She tilted her head. “Why?”

“I was only wondering,” Ayaka said, though she had to bite the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing. Of course the kids would put her up to this. She shook her head, then walked a few steps closer to the end of the cliff. 

By being this much closer, Ayaka could see the outlines of candles formed in a heart around those words, lighting it up towards the sky. It warmed her heart, though a question still plagued her mind. 

She turned to look at Yoimiya, who was watching her about an arm’s length away. Yoimiya said, an edge of warning in her tone, “You know, you’re making me a little nervous— I don’t want you to fall down the cliff or anything.”

“Oh. Of course.” Ayaka scooted away from the end of the cliff to her heeding. Then she took a deep breath, played with the end of a string on her hip, and asked her, “Did those kids— the ones who told you to do this— tell you to ask me this?” 

“Ask you what?” Yoimiya frowned slightly, then looked down at the sandy words below them. It seemed to click for her, and her eyebrows jumped up. “Oh! No, nonono— of course not! Why would you think that?”

“Well…” Ayaka felt warm underneath her collar. She didn’t know how to say,  I thought those kids told you to kiss me as a dare as kids always do, without offending Yoimiya. 

So, logically, the best plan was to say nothing at all. 

“Sooo…” Yoimiya rocked on the back of her heels. “Is that a no? A maybe later?”

“It’s an…” Ayaka hesitated. Her fingers rubbed on the fabric of her fan. 

How was she supposed to respond? Yoimiya asking for a kiss was in pretty much every daydream she ever had about the woman— but at the same time, for her to ask out of the blue like this… she knew better than anyone that people had motives. But she also wasn’t bold enough to outright ask, even though Yoimiya had reassured her that the request was by her own volition. Perhaps it wasn’t, and there was something else Yoimiya wanted from her, but it was something she needed to figure out on her own. 

Which was especially difficult to navigate, a dilemma that made her feel like Thoma on his second glass of milk, because Yoimiya was the most honest woman she had ever met. But her reason, “Only because I want to,” was something Ayaka couldn’t wrap her mind around, or even believe. 

So what was her reasoning for such a… brazen request?

“I think you would need to try harder,” Ayaka blurted out. 

Once it was out of her mouth, she had to fight the urge to turn away and run, never to be seen again. 

Why did she say  that?  

Though Yoimiya didn’t seem to find anything upfront or embarrassing about it. Instead, she squinted, rubbing her chin and looking as if she was pondering to herself. “Hmm… you’re right!” Yoimiya said, her eyes lighting up. “I can’t just ask for a kiss from you. I need to deserve it! Right? So, how should I go about doing that?”

“Um…” Ayaka’s mind drew a complete blank. She hoped she could make it all the way back to the Estate in one piece, without needing to collapse in on herself.  Say something! Anything! she begged herself. 

“Romance me enough for you to be deserving of a— of one,” she said quickly, and the urge to run off the cliff was becoming enticing. 

“Ohhh!” Yoimiya said. She nodded enthusiastically. “I’ll try and go do that!” 

Without another moment to spare, Yoimiya held out her arm. “Shall I escort you back to the city, Miss Kamisato?” Yoimiya asked her in a grandiose tone, and Ayaka gaped at her in both amusement and disbelief. Yoimiya only giggled and took a step closer to her. “You’re supposed to take my arm so I could walk you back,” she whispered.

Ayaka, embarrassed and rendered mute, took her elbow with both hands and kept her chin low. 

Yoimiya hummed the entire way back. “I’ll give you back your flowers when I bring you to Thoma,” she said happily. But then she scratched the side of her neck, looking quite a little sheepish. “But… that might take a while.”

“What do you mean?” Ayaka asked. 

Yoimiya’s smile was shrewd. “I think… maybe… I got us a little lost.”

Ayaka opened her mouth to respond, but Yoimiya quickly got out, “Or! Maybe! I did this on purpose! Y’know, so we can spend more time together. But you’ll never know that.”

Yoimiya laughed for her own sake, turning her head away from Ayaka to look left and right between the streets. 

Ayaka sighed, though she surprised herself when a slight laugh bubbled from her chest. She hid her face on Yoimiya’s shoulder. 

What was she thinking? 

 



 

With the pressure on Ayato and his hands more than tied behind back, Ayaka felt as if it was her duty to help her brother in any capacity she could. 

Unfortunately, that meant days and long nights writing delicate footnotes and sealed letters to men from every corner of Inazuma, and bundles of candles that kept her the most consistent company she could hope for. Lumine had a heart big enough to come see her at least once a day after her commissions, but the poor traveler had duties of her own that kept her just as busy.

At night, long after everyone fell into deep sleep and the sounds of campfires in the distance crackled like the twigs under shoes, Ayaka had ample time to herself. She often used it to stitch something new, or to read new recipes under the glow of a brand new candlestick with the determination to get it right in the morning. 

She cherished the quiet nights and the company of the moon. It was all a lovely routine to her. 

Though, She didn’t bother to remember the sounds of tapping against the side of her wall as a part of it. 

Ayaka squinted in its direction, freezing in place out of fear that it was a potential threat. It sounded persistent, but quiet enough that Ayaka knew the intent was to signal her, not harm her. She relaxed enough to let go of the parchment she was clutching and tilted her head to listen harder. 

The tapping grew louder, and then the night stilled. Only the sounds of the drafting wind passed through her window, and for a moment Ayaka wondered if her lack of sleep was causing her to hallucinate auditory things. 

She rose slightly from her seat, crouching over to ensure her body couldn’t be seen as easily through the slit in her window. She had opened it for the breeze, though she couldn’t help the grimace that came onto her face from the foolishness of believing that such a time for her could allow such perilous behaviors. 

The sudden  thump against her wall made Ayaka loosen a strangled noise out of surprise, and she fell directly on her shoulder blades. 

There was a muffled “Sorry!” split between her and the wall. 

Ayaka’s breath caught. 

“Yoimiya?” she whispered to the wind. 

There was a pause. And then, “Can you come to the window for a quick minute?  Pleeease?” 

Before Ayaka could respond, either verbally or physically, Yoimiya’s muffled voice came about again. “I promise I’m not here to kidnap you or anything! If you were worried about that!”

Perhaps it was the sheer absurdity of it, or the fact that she was certain the sun would rise at any moment, but Ayaka almost let out a giggle. 

Instead, she called to the window, “If not for theft, what are you here for then?”

She could practically hear Yoimiya  huff.  “Well,  you, silly. Can you come out now?”

It was ridiculous to have such a thing bring a delicate blush to her cheeks. However, Ayaka tried her best not to let that deter her, and she used her elbows to pick herself up. She brushed off the invisible crumbs on her lap and stretched her fingers, a nervous habit that she couldn’t seem to shake off, even in the presence of someone so comforting. 

Ayaka hooked her fingers on the edge of the window and peered down. 

Well, down, as much as it is to stare directly into Yoimiya’s face. 

Startled, Ayaka almost lost her balance, though Yoimiya’s reflexes were much quicker than she anticipated— warm fingers hooked on her wrist, gentle enough to be respectful and to let Ayaka wiggle out if she so wished but tight enough to keep a hold on her. 

“I can’t have you falling on our potential first date!” Yoimiya said with a joking pout. Her features softened for a moment and her grip lessened. “Are you okay?”

“Yes, I was just— a bit stunned.” Ayaka blinked. She got her bearings after her heart rate began to calm down, and she asked, “What are you doing here?”

Yoimiya’s smile faded just a bit. She could barely tell in the shrouded darkness of the twilight, but she could pinpoint that sparkling smile anywhere. It made it more than shocking to see it look so dull.

“I know it’s an inconvenient time and all, but I just couldn’t  wait  to come here and tell you,” Yoimiya babbled on. She was wringing her hands and looking from side to side, and it made Ayaka wonder if she had suddenly become  nervous.  “I was going to leave this letter at the front, but when I passed by your window, I could see this tiny little candle light and I thought, ‘Oh! Maybe she’s awake!’ so I came by to see if you were, and you were! I’ll  obviously  let you have your beauty sleep in a second, I just thought it would nicer to tell you in person; I could still leave the letter with you instead if you want, or if you’re too sleepy or something, because I  totally get it, I bet you were—”

“I’m not tired,” Ayaka said. Her mouth dried when Yoimiya stopped, scrunching her brow and tilting her head at her as if waiting for her to continue. She didn’t know she was supposed to say anything else, or why she said  that in the first place. Ayaka scraped a coherent explanation as best as she could. “You could tell me now, if you would like. I was planning to stay up longer to peruse some scrolls.” 

Which was a blatant lie, considering how heavy her eyelids felt, but there was no way she’s going to let Yoimiya go through all that trouble coming here to leave something as miniscule and delicate as a letter. 

“Well, you should definitely think about going to sleep soon anyway,” Yoimiya said sagely, and she nodded to herself in thought. She scratched the side of her jaw, mulling over her words with a hum. Then she said, “Here. I’ll give you the letter anyway, in case you forget anything I said. I was going to ask you out on a date.”

“Oh. I see.” Ayaka nodded her head to that, whilst Yoimiya smiled at her. And then the word  date passed through her brain like electricity in a live current, and her entire body stilled. “I see,” she repeated, though the words didn’t seem to fit correctly in her mouth. 

“Yup! And I was wondering if seeing a wandering theatre troupe would be something you’d like to do with me in a couple days,” Yoimiya continued, and she bobbed her head along to her thoughts. She put her forearms on the window sill, her face so close to Ayaka that she was almost certain her lungs would be pulled away from her chest from the proximity. “Can’t take you somewhere you wouldn’t enjoy, I mean— what kind of date would that make me?” she joked. 

“An inconsiderate one?” Ayaka answered, and she didn’t know why Yoimiya smiled at her like the way she did. She was only answering. 

Languidly, Yoimiya slipped her a small envelope, with a scrawled name in the middle with red ink. The flap was sealed tightly shut, and though Ayaka couldn’t tell what was inside, the density of it told her that there was more than just a slip of paper. 

“So, what d’you think?” Yoimiya asked. 

“What do I think?” Ayaka echoed. 

“About seeing a theatre troupe with me, silly!”

“Oh.” To say she was flustered was an understatement. “I wouldn’t mind it at all. I believe I’d enjoy it, really.”

“Great! I’ll come get you here and take you there soon. Sleep well!” Yoimiya hopped away from the window and waved her goodbye, flashing her the biggest smile Ayaka had ever seen. It looked especially pretty, especially underneath the cool breath of the night and the shadow of the moonlight. It helped bring out her eyes and the curve of her lips. 

With Yoimiya gone into the night, and with slight regrets in her heart from not being able to reciprocate a goodnight, Ayaka carefully opened the envelope with a small dagger left on her bedside.

The first page held true to Yoimiya’s word: a simplistic explanation about taking her to a theater troupe that was nearby, and the date and time she carefully selected (they would leave at sunset and spend the night watching the troupe, the most perfect of times in her humblest opinion). 

The next two pages, however, held long, spiraling lines of poems that Ayaka could tell had taken Yoimiya quite a while to create, edit, and strike through. It held the bulk of the entire letter, and yet the weight on her heart was twice as much. 

It was childish scribbles, with a meter that Ayaka could barely keep track of, lines that were struck through over and over, and rhyme schemes that could barely make sense even as she sounded it out to herself. But, as…  humbling as the poetry was in the hands of the daughter of a pyrotechnician, it was just as sweet. It was the fact that Yoimiya had cared to try, to perhaps ask around the city to ask about the poetry that hoists up her shelves, that touched her heart so gently. 

Ayaka folded the paper as nicely as she could, making sure to go along the creases to leave the poem as untainted as she could. 

She blew out her candle and fell into a dreamless sleep. 

 

Her dream began when she opened her doors to a humming Yoimiya, who sat on the very last step of her stairs and rested her weight on her elbows. She turned her head around to smile widely and openly at Ayaka, eyes that lit up like the fireworks she was more than associated with. It made Ayaka smile back, maybe not as wide as the girl who waited patiently for her, but just as genuinely (or at least, she hoped). 

Yoimiya sprang upwards, nearly startling her out of her wits. Ayaka caught herself in time however, and Yoimiya continued chugging on with whatever was on her mind. She offered her hand, which Ayaka took mindlessly. “It shouldn’t be too far of a walk from here if you don’t mind it. I can take your mind off the road with some sightseeing games I teach the kids when I have to escort them home,” she said, just as cheerfully. 

The implication that Ayaka was going to be treated the same as a child should have scathed her wrong, though the honesty in Yoimiya’s voice made her think less of it. In fact, it seemed rather sweet, and it made her laugh when Yoimiya began to babble on about the innings and goings of her day without a moment’s hesitation. 

Yoimiya had successfully taken her mind off of the twenty minute walk across the road, and it was a fact that shouldn’t have been as surprising as it should be. Ayaka swore the conversations in which Yoimiya made her look for colors or things in the woods would last less than a minute, but she was more than thankful for the distraction. Despite it, she couldn’t help but feel slight remorse for the lost time— she had prepared twelve different conversation prompts to raise between them to get to know Yoimiya more, though her games were more than enough to fill the silence. 

She wasn’t able to mourn as long as she thought so, fortunately, considering the roadside theater troupe was only beginning to set up. Their makeshift benches were only half full, and Yoimiya gently tugged her by a hooked finger to the very front steps. 

Ayaka was flustered. She never had the gall to sit so close up, she had been taught to sit in the middle or at least a step away from the first row of seats, as the ones at the front were subject to those who wished to volunteer.

But, knowing Yoimiya and how she was so adamant in coming to see this particular theater troupe, perhaps that  was the case with her. It only flustered her more to think about, so she tried her best to keep her mind off of it. 

It wasn’t hard with Yoimiya, a walking jaybird that spoke when looked at. 

“I didn’t get the chance so ask about you,” Yoimiya began, and she tapped her chin thoughtfully, “so tell me all about what you’ve been up to. Did I miss anything while I was gone?”

Ayaka picked at a hangnail on her lap. She racked her mind for anything besides the boring side of her life (which was most of it, might she add), but there was nothing else there. So, she opt to say, “Just the usual, unfortunately.”

Yoimiya cocked her head to the side, brow scrunched as if she thought Ayaka was teasing her. “How’s your brother?” she asked, and unlike the many diplomats she met on the road, she sounded completely genuine. 

“You know how he is,” Ayaka said with a shake of her head, though she smiled underneath it. “He’s balancing work better currently, thank goodness, but I still worry for him. He doesn’t ask for help when he needs it.”

The corner of Yoimiya’s eyes crinkled. “Reminds you of someone, huh?” she teased. 

Ayaka raised her eyebrows. She contemplated it for a moment but shook her head when nothing came up. “I don’t believe I know who you’re speaking of, Yoimiya,” she said apologetically. 

Yoimiya only laughed, as if it was an inside joke between them. She waved her hand. “Don’t worry about it,” she said instead, and there was nothing sinister behind her voice, so Ayaka relaxed. “They go over their lines for a while, then take a couple minutes to set things up, so I’d say we have… maybe a  gooddddd fifteen minutes? You can tell me more than just that if you’re up for it.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t want to be a bother,” Ayaka said politely, though the conversation starters zipped through her mind at lightning speed. “We could talk about anything else that you’d prefer. I’m sure my discussions wouldn’t be as interesting as yours.”

“Don’t be so ridiculous,” Yoimiya said. She leaned a little closer and bumped her shoulder playfully. The benches around them were beginning to chatter and fill up, and some were glancing at them in mild curiosity. It would seem quite odd to find Ayaka doing something as mundane as watching a roadside play, especially beside such a rambunctious character compared to herself. 

Ayaka almost never believed it herself, especially under the connotations that Yoimiya had brought her here as a date. 

A date. 

Oh. 

This was a date. 

Somehow, the revelation struck her right in the chest, and Ayaka nearly fell over the unsteady bench. Yoimiya kept her hand on her forearm, steadying her as best as she could. She could hear her name be faintly called in the sudden catastrophe. 

She was steadied enough to lay a hand on her chest, and she shook her head when Yoimiya began to fuss over her. 

“Are you sure you’re okay? You scared me!” she chastised, though the worry was thick in her voice. 

“I’m fine. Fine,” Ayaka said, though she sounded as if she was trying to justify it to herself just as much to Yoimiya. “I just remembered something rather— odd?”

“Oh, like what?” Yoimiya asked her curiously. She seemed to think about it for a moment, unwrapping her fingers around Ayaka’s arm once she was sure that she was stable, and then lit up like a candle. “Were you thinking about my poem?”

“Your— oh.” Ayaka felt her face flush. 

“It’s not the best thing in the world, I know,” Yoimiya said with a shrug, and she didn’t seem as hurt by it then Ayaka would have been. In fact, she was smiling. “Did it make you laugh though?”

“You were trying to make me laugh?” Ayaka couldn’t keep the surprise out of her voice even if she tried. 

“Well, yeah. I know you like poetry, but I suck at it so—” Yoimiya giggled. “Did it make you feel better?”

 Endlessly,  Ayaka wanted to say. 

But she opted for, “Considerably. Thank you.”

“‘If you can’t make the girl you like laugh, then you’re no better than an unfinished tube of gunpowder,’” Yoimiya recited in a deep voice. “That’s what my pops used to tell me. Comes in kinda handy, huh?”

“He has a lot of wisdom,” Ayaka said sincerely, and Yoimiya seemed to find that funny. “It reminds me a bit of Thoma. Though, I think he’d say something about a bowl of food more than anything else as a metaphor.”

Ayaka expected her to laugh at that. It was the closest semblance to a joke she could bear to make that night, but it was the only thing that had the opposite effect of a laugh or a scrunched smile from Yoimiya; instead, she tilted her head and made a slight face, as if she just had a bowl of Ayaka’s charcoal bowl of pizza (or, that’s what she  believed it was called). 

“Ugh, Thoma,” Yoimiya said, and Ayaka’s confusion only deepened. The last she heard from them, they had seen each other in a much better light than Yoimiya was currently portraying. In fact, they were on the same team during a food fight the week before. 

The crowd around them began to chatter louder. Perhaps the troupe was almost ready to start their first scene, but Ayaka wanted to know the cause of Yoimiya’s soured mood before they began. It worried her to no end. Had she said something offensive? Did Thoma do something unforgivable to her that she wasn’t aware of?

She couldn’t think of something sensible to ask, however, so all that came forth from her mouth was a meek, “Are you jealous of Thoma?”

Before she could take it back and play it off as a slip of the tongue, Yoimiya said, “Of course I am!”

Ayaka blinked. The spotlights surrounding the area were beginning to dim. “You are?” was her meek response. 

“Yeah,” Yoimiya answered with a bob of her head. She groaned. “He gets to spend so much time with you, all the time! And he doesn’t even have to do anything! If I could do that, do you know how awfully grateful I’d be? I’d be baking you cookies everyday just to show it! And he doesn’t even do anything like  that.” She pouted, only slightly, but enough for Ayaka’s lips to pull slightly at the corners. 

“So you still like him?” Ayaka asked tentatively. 

Yoimiya  pssshed.  “Of course I do. I need his cannon arm if I wanna survive during a food fight,” she said dismissively, demonstrating by flexing what little muscle she had left and pointing at it. At least, that’s what Yoimiya probably assumed she was doing, but all Ayaka could think of was the amount that was  there. “I’m just jealous about how much time he gets to have with you, and he never even mentions it! Even when I ask! It’s like he doesn’t know how nice it would be to spend that much time with you.”

“I… don’t think anyone would,” Ayaka said bemusedly. She had to clear her throat.

Yoimiya looked astonished at that. “Are you kidding? I would  kill to be with you for an entire day! I could only ask your brother to let you off for today after a wholeeeee ton of pleading.”

“You asked my brother?” she asked again, and she didn’t know why that fact was making her face feel as hot as it was. 

“‘Course I did.” Yoimiya acted as if she had asked for a scoop of ice cream at an ice cream vendor. Yoimiya’s face scrunched in thought. “You know what’s weird? He just laughed and asked me to take care of you. Who wouldn’t?”

Before Ayaka could answer, the lights lowered, a hush came over the crowd like an unspoken rule, and Yoimiya’s knuckles brushed over the wrist on her lap faintly, but enough to drive a spark into her stomach. Ayaka shifted her weight subtly, but Yoimiya glanced over at her and smiled. 

It only took five minutes into the soliloquy for Ayaka to understand why Yoimiya was so adamant on getting her to watch. 

It was a sweet love story, told with exaggerated body language and masks for the audience dozens of seats away from them; yet, even up close, Ayaka found herself entranced with the performance in front of her. 

Yoimiya would nudge her now and again to whisper something in her ear, usually about a fact about one of the actors that she somehow had gotten to be acquainted with, or to make her laugh in between the long monologues that would get the man beside them yawning and snoring. They were shot dirty looks and shushes in the crowd when they giggled too hard, but Ayaka, for once in her life, couldn’t find it in herself to feel half as embarrassed as she usually would be. 

The thought of her being where she was now just yesterday would have mortified her to no end, though she didn’t know if it was the idea about going on a date with Yoimiya that would have struck a chord with her or the mere fact that she was relaxed, giggly, and without a single nervous bone in her body. 

It was like Yoimiya had charmed her from the moment she sat down (or even before then, when they were walking down the stone road and Yoimiya’s knuckles would brush so faintly against hers), and Ayaka didn’t dare lift a finger to try and fight that. 

“You have a really nice laugh,” Yoimiya said, mere minutes before the end of the first act.

It had caught her off guard, but Ayaka was thankful for the reflex to get out a simple, “Thank you.”

Ayaka was a fool to think that was the end of her simplistic charms. 

Yoimiya had touched her knee after the lights came on to tell her to stay put, then came back sooner than she expected with armfuls of snacks that spilled over her elbows. Once Ayaka had taken some to lighten her load, Yoimiya gave her a toothy grin and complimented her kindness. 

It was a simple compliment, one that Ayaka was more than familiar with, but she couldn’t stop the blush from spreading across her face. She hid it well behind her fan, behind the facade of a hot night, though Yoimiya hadn’t thought to finish with her just yet. 

The actors came back on stage, and despite the thousands of warning looks tossed their ways when Yoimiya leaned over, Yoimiya persisted. 

There was a, “I think I already told you, but you look really pretty today,” tossed her way, one that made her sink further into her seat like molten mochi. 

Then a “I like the face you make when you concentrate,” followed by a “Your voice is nice,” after she explained a metaphor to her, then a quick “Your hands are soft,” after Yoimiya held them during an intense battle scene between the love interest and her rival.

They kept on pouring out, one after another, and Ayaka’s “Thank you”s became quieter and higher with each compliment. Yoimiya didn’t seem to notice, or at least she was good at pretending, because each quick aside that came from her was just as genuine as the other. 

How could she say those things with such confidence?

Was it the confidence of a practiced lie or a kind ingenuity that was only unique to Yoimiya?

She tilted to the latter. Ayaka was almost certain that Yoimiya had never told a lie in her life, unless it was to lift the spirits of the children running through the streets or to protect a person she barely knew. She rewrote the statement in her mind: Yoimiya had never told a selfish lie in her life. 

It made her think about the request from long ago. Was she serious, then? Ayaka tried not to think about it. Instead, her focus came onto the characters being played out in front of her. The noble woman had been wounded in her sleep, and she was being caressed by the woman she loved. Every person in the audience was on the edge of their seats, and so was she. 

Yoimiya stayed relaxed where she was, fingers hooked underneath the wood and tapping her foot to the beat of the solemn drum behind the stage. She leaned over. 

Ayaka could see the tattoo on her chest from the way she leaned over, and a brief spasm of a thought passed through her mind to reach over and trace a gentle nail, but she zapped it away just as quick as it came to her. 

There was a whispered “Come closer,” to the crying lover. The dying woman wished to tell her something. 

Ayaka felt Yoimiya’s hand curl into hers. It loosened a breath from her chest. 

It was a simple request for a kiss. 

Ayaka was hyper aware of the girl next to her now. Her warmth wasn’t suffocating, by any means, but it left her stomach in knots. She didn’t know what to do besides watch the rest of the play, in which the dying lover was saved by some sort of magic she could barely pay attention to, other than the fact it appeared moments after she was given an ardent kiss on the lips. 

Once the play ended and the actors gave their regards, Yoimiya escorted her home under the moonlight and the shine of the fireflies that reflected the toothy smile of the giggly girl making jokes beside her. It was a beautiful night, as Ayaka usually thought so, but it was especially gorgeous like this, with her heart just as fluttery as those flighty lightning bugs around them. 

They stopped in front of the Kamisato Estate. Yoimiya took both of her hands, gave her a smaller smile and asked, “Did tonight earn me a kiss from you?”

Ayaka knew the question was coming, some way or another. It didn’t stop her heart from doing a flip and her mouth becoming dry in a single blink. She was grateful for the anticipation, for the words that came out of her mouth were practiced from her reeling it over and over in her mind during their walk back. 

“I’m tempted to say yes,” Ayaka told her candidly, “but you need to do more than give me one date for me to consider it.”

Yoimiya didn’t look even half as dissatisfied as she braced herself for. She only tilted her head, the light in her eyes flickering in the dance of the lantern lights. It was as if Ayaka told her something funny.

“Playing hard to get, huh?” Yoimiya joked, and Ayaka detected no sarcasm or embittered farce from behind her words. “You make a really great point, actually. I’ll make sure to come back soon! You have a good rest of your night, Ayaka.”

Yoimiya squeezed her hands once, and for a moment Ayaka thought she would bring them up to her lips and kiss, just as the charming princes did in her novels. She almost wanted it to be true. 

Only Yoimiya dropped them, and she waved goodbye with a warm, honest smile, and Ayaka came back indoors with a sigh and hands clutched over her chest as if she was sent into a towering love spell. 

Her brother questioned if she was sick due to her behaviour, but Thoma pushed him away with a knowing smile thrown to her, and Ayaka looked away. 

If her notebook becomes full of disarrayed thoughts about Yoimiya and her bright, shiny honesty and the terrifying notion that it comes with, only the birds in her trees will know about it. Ayaka made sure of it. 

No one can know, maybe quite as especially as herself, that Yoimiya’s tendency for candor and her requests for blatant displays of affection for  Ayaka was making her feel lost. 

 



 

Yoimiya, as to come with no surprise, was true to her word. 

Ayaka woke up the next morning with the people around her in disarray, and a bouquet of lovely, picked flowers sitting on her table with a scrawled tag. 

It was almost unfortunate that Ayaka had to toss it out in the end, for the flowers themselves had hidden bees that no one seemed to be aware of, until it was too late. Yoimiya was more than apologetic to find that out, and she reimbursed Ayaka with a trinket from a side market and a mournful, “I guess I don’t get a kiss for that.”

A couple days later, Yoimiya caught Ayaka while she was making her way back home. They chatted for a while, and Ayaka’s heavy shoulders began to lighten at Yoimiya’s intertwined jokes and being around her easy-going personality. 

It was a lovely, comforting walk, until two men began to shout distantly behind them and Yoimiya, the quick thinker, scooped her up bridal style and carried her without struggle to the nearest tree. 

They hid there for as long as they could, with Ayaka holding onto her for dear life and Yoimiya’s soft breath tickling her neck while they both looked back and forth. Ayaka was so close to her that Yoimiya’s ringed tattoo was staring right at her, enough for her to reach over and trace gently, just as she wished during the performance with the theater troupe.

The fact Yoimiya was holding her up, her muscles still tense, accentuated the shades of her tattoo even more, and Ayaka gulped. Looking away wasn’t any better, as the tattoo on Yoimiya’s chest wasn’t good for idle ideas when she was being pressed so close. 

Once the men had long disappeared, their intentions still unclear, they both laughed it off, despite their hearts beating a thousand miles into the distance.

“Scooping you up and saving your day doesn’t happen to give me one free ticket to a kiss, would it?” Yoimiya asked her, her eyes mischievous as it always was. Her silly behavior calmed Ayaka down, which was an odd predicament— her question usually raised her heart rate.

“Kiss me?” she clarified once more, and they only laughed it off. 

Ayaka hadn’t been able to stop thinking about their proximity, and the way her lips moved to the question, for days.

Days after that, Yoimiya had showed up at her door right after her morning duties with children clamoring around her. The children giggled at the sight of Ayaka, and they began to whisper among themselves in earnest. Ayaka was instantly self-conscious of her actions, though Yoimiya was quick to hush them. 

Maybe gathering a dozen children to sing was perfectly romantic in anticipation, but in practice, the birds that lazed around the Kamisato Estate were cleared for the entire day due to the children’s unique takes. 

It didn’t deter Yoimiya, however. She only laughed, loudly and from the stomach, and the other children followed. Ayaka was more than ready to put on a polite smile and thank them for the wonderful performance, but Yoimiya gently tugged her down from the steps and told her to come play with them down in the river. 

Yoimiya detected the protest on Ayaka’s face before she could let it past her lips. She only giggled, jutting her head down to signal to look at the kids, and Ayaka could only see anticipation on their faces. Ayaka was only one woman— it was nearly impossible to say no to that many puppy faces, especially coming from Yoimiya, with eyes so sparkly and hands clasped so tightly that Ayaka was almost sorry that she even let a single  thought of saying no pass through her mind. 

“Their singing was lovely,” Ayaka said, the water rising to her ankles. 

“You think so?” Yoimiya tilted her head to that. She scratched her ear. “They were  really  off, but they’ve been asking if they could help me for  weeks, and I couldn’t think of anything else they could do.”

“Help you with what?” Ayaka asked her. “You should have come to me with that.”

Yoimiya twitched a smile. “They wanted to help me win you over— you know, for a kiss.”

“Oh.” Ayaka’s flush was almost immediate, and just as expected.

Yoimiya only laughed. 

Her laughter was infectious and mingled nicely with the sounds and squeals of the children splashing each other in the water as they watched. 

Being with Yoimiya was exactly like this. She couldn’t think of a flowery metaphor to write into her parchment later that night, but only that the scenery in front of her, with the children running around and the sun reflecting off the river, was how it felt to the most rigorous accuracy. 

And when Yoimiya laughed again, loudly and unapologetically, looking over to her to make sure she was having just as much fun, Ayaka noticed that her happiness was an honest question in of itself. 

Yoimiya’s look was genuine, another inquiry of another kiss, and Ayaka all but had to bite her tongue to keep from wrapping her arms around her and kissing her senseless down to the bottom of the shallow river. Her hand could be right beneath the tattoo on her chest, warm skin underneath the cool of her fingers, but Ayaka refused to entertain the idea any further. 

She looked away to avoid looking at the tattoos that wish to sink her in, but she couldn’t turn away from the jingles of laughter that opened her mind to the thoughts of saying a cherished yes to those questions on Yoimiya’s lips.

 



 

Yoimiya’s advances on her had not stopped nor faded by the next two weeks. 

Ayaka had worried that Yoimiya was setting expectations too high for herself, a disappointment that Ayaka might inevitably give when her cowardice becomes too much, but Yoimiya was quick and easy to wave it off. She cited that she enjoyed getting to know Ayaka anyway, and if or whenever she felt that Yoimiya’s inquiries became a definite no, she was allowed to say so. 

Just one quick word, and Yoimiya would go away, and the courtship would stop and they would continue to be friends and Ayaka would never have to worry about another “Can you kiss me?” question popping up in her daily routine ever again. 

It was already hard to wrap her mind around, might as well think about. She worried that there was an ulterior motive, despite the overwhelming evidence, again and again, that Yoimiya was a woman of complete honesty. 

Perhaps that mischievous Director Hu from Liyue, who Yoimiya was so fond of, had put her up to it. A prank, or a bet maybe, to draw a kiss from a Kamisato. Maybe it was a game, considering how easy thinking of jokes and entertainment came from Yoimiya. 

Or maybe Yoimiya genuinely wanted to kiss her, for the same reasons people kiss each other. Ayaka had read and written enough of those kinds of stories to know.

So Ayaka continued to put it off. 

By then, Yoimiya’s extravagant shows of affections faded into gifts and surprise dates. She still continued to ask, never enough to pester, but enough to know that her offer will always be on the table, as if Ayaka could ever forget.

But today was an especially beautiful day, with the wind barely there and her list to fulfill was shorter than usual. So, once Yoimiya had stepped close enough to her to be in hearing vicinity, Ayaka asked her if they could spend time together.

Yoimiya’s eyebrows shot up high in surprise, but her face was instantly placated into a look of delight. “I was just stopping by to check in on you. You know, seeing if you need a shoulder to cry on or anything,” Yoimiya explained, and she fiddled with something at her belt, “but! If you want, I can show you how to aim a bow. I was going to practice today anyway.”

Yoimiya’s proud smile was too bright for her to say no— or to admit that she was well-versed with a bow.

Yoimiya’s training grounds were nothing but a small field near her family’s shop. There were bags of packed sand littered with holes on the ground, as well as fresh ones lifted on ropes and old chairs, connoted for aim training with fresh red paint. Though the setup was quite snug, Yoimiya had prepared it with enough safety for Ayaka to approve. The bagged targets were backed with the solid foundation of an old shed, and stacks of hays surrounded the area for comfort and lining.

“So, what do you think?” Yoimiya asked conversationally, and she gestured around her area proudly. She picked up a training bow on the haystack closest to her and tested the tautness of the string. Meanwhile, Ayaka looked around, a compliment on her tongue, but Yoimiya had always been quick to beat it. “How much do you know about using a bow?”

“I can get by,” Ayaka said. It was tethering on the tightrope of a lie. She had been trained in using a bow since she was a child, perhaps not as vigorously as the art of the sword, but enough to use it accurately if it was the only option given to her.

Maybe that was the difference between her and Yoimiya. Yoimiya’s sunny honesty versus her moonlight lies. It was oddly complimentary.

“Well, then, I’m sure you know that you have to check with your dominant eye, right?” Yoimiya asked her. She said it non-accusingly, even going as far as to demonstrate by lifting the bow to its position. She instructed Ayaka to sit down on one of the haystacks, the one with a thick blanket pulled on top (perhaps the children liked to watch her and be around her just as much as they liked to played with her, just as she does), and demonstrated further instructions with a kindness and patience that Ayaka felt the need to nod along despite knowing what it entailed. 

Yoimiya taught her the difference in bows, along with the technique used to draw, showing by artfully pulling it back with a smoothness and swiftness Ayaka had never seen on even the trained soldiers she passed by in the city. If that wasn’t enough for her to look in awe, it was the fact that her eyes immediately locked onto the curve not of her bow, but of the muscles that Yoimiya was displaying. 

The beautiful day was full of sunshine, and Ayaka held no regrets for coming here, especially as the same rays of sunshine shone down on Yoimiya to shade the tones of her back muscles and the taut curves of her arm that was adjacent to the bow.

Ayaka tried to rip her gaze away, her ears basically muffled to the instructions that Yoimiya was scattering, but it was to no avail. She cleared her throat, hoping that it wouldn’t get Yoimiya’s attention, and essentially forced herself to listen. The  thunk of the arrow against the target jolted her to do so, and she was very thankful for it.

Yoimiya’s break in her words was subtle enough that it almost flew past her, but Ayaka knew her intonations and speech patterns enough to detect a slight hesitation. Ayaka could see a playful, coy smile, one that was almost identical to a  smirk, make its way onto Yoimiya’s face before she continued to nock another arrow. 

Yoimiya continued to instruct her. For how long, she couldn’t tell— Ayaka was too busy trying to get her mind off the most undignified of thoughts. 

“So!” Yoimiya said, and Ayaka almost jumped. Yoimiya pressed her lips together, as if she was trying not to smile. “Do you have any questions?”

An indecent “Uh,” came from her lips, but there was nothing else Ayaka could do. She began to sort out her thoughts as fast as she could, a talent she was often praised for, but it was not enough for her to find a suitable answer. 

All she could think of was,  How do those flowers feel on your skin? 


   How about that koi fish?  



   Do you laugh when you kiss someone? 



   Can you ask me again? 


Yoimiya noticed her struggle to speak. She cocked her head to the side and looked at her encouragingly, taking a moment to lay down her bow. She walked over to Ayaka, who was still rendered into silence by the boldness of her thoughts, and sat down beside her.

“I didn’t think archery was  that hard to wrap your mind around,” Yoimiya joked, though there was a hint of concern behind her jest. She looked at Ayaka for a moment, then sidled closer to her. She bumped her gently with her shoulder. “What are you thinking about?”

It was ironic to think that her first thought to that was to say,  You, though Ayaka was smart enough to hold her tongue. It also came to a startling thought to her to realize that Yoimiya wouldn’t appreciate the fact that she had said a small white lie to be there. Here was the most honest woman in Inazuma, perhaps even in Teyvat, sitting beside her, and she had just slipped a lie. A small one, maybe, but a lie nonetheless. 

It made her feel slightly guilty, especially coupled with the thought that she had spent so long concocting nonexistent explanations for Yoimiya’s sincere behaviors and gestures. 

So, she opted to say, “I know how to use a bow.”

The confession made her instantly heat up, though she didn’t know if it was from the exhilaration of her prior thoughts or the fact that she admitted to a lie. Ayaka hid her face partially with her hands. 

Yoimiya looked at her. She was usually someone that was easy to read, though Ayaka couldn’t tell what she was thinking now. Or maybe she was too busy thinking of her own mistakes to discern it properly. She looked quite confused, though.

“So?” Yoimiya asked her. 

Ayaka really didn’t want to spell it out. “It means I lied to you,” she clarified, and she put her hands down to look at her properly, despite her hands becoming instantly clammy in doing so. “I apologize. Truly.”

And, as it always was with Yoimiya, she always did the unexpected. She only snorted, then began to giggle. 

“Well, I’m glad you told me so, but it’s not a big deal, you know,” Yoimiya laughed. She held out her hand, palm up, and Ayaka took it without another thought. She was so used to Yoimiya’s simple acts of closeness that the line blurred for her, the one that cleaved the difference between the distance she must put on.

“I think it’s kinda sweet,” Yoimiya continued, and Ayaka’s brow furrowed. 

“Lying is sweet to you?” Ayaka was more than baffled by it. 

Yoimiya’s eyes widened by a fraction, and she squeezed Ayaka’s hand. “No, no!” she said immediately, and she shook her head. It almost made Ayaka laugh, at how animated and easy this girl was to clarify the things she mistook. “I just meant the fact that you thought something like that would make me  mad at you.”

“But I lied to you,” Ayaka stressed, as if Yoimiya wasn’t getting it. A small lie, sure, but a woman as honest as Yoimiya had to have thought that to be an issue. 

Yoimiya bobbed her head and hummed. “Because you wanted to spend time with me,” she said. Her lips tugged into a smile. There was no hint of judgement in her eyes. “Right?”

Ayaka’s mouth dried. “Yes.”

“Sooo, let’s do something else,” Yoimiya said brightly. 

Ayaka couldn’t wrap her mind around the entire conversation. “Pardon me?”

“You know, uh…” Yoimiya tapped her chin in thought at that, her eyebrows pulled together to think of something to say. “We could see another play— I know you like those, you do this little smile while you’re watching and it’s cute.  Orrr, we can go shopping, or grab a bite to eat, or—”

“Please, being here with you is enough for me,” Ayaka told her, and her chest lifted at the sudden honesty. Yoimiya smiled dazzlingly at her, as if in encouragement to her newfound bravery. “But, I also…” The words died from her throat. 


   “Also?” 


Ayaka almost laughed at the situation. At the very least, it was amusing, if not dizzying. 

She imagined things to end either with her tears on her pillow after a long night, or with one of Yoimiya’s long-winded gestures and/or speeches finally breaking through her layers of doubts. 

Yet, she told Yoimiya, “Ask me one more time.”

Yoimiya looked surprised, and also quite nervous. Perhaps she shouldn’t have said it like that— but it was much too late to back out now. 

She expected a loud, enthused and undeterred, “I want you to kiss me.”

Instead, Yoimiya took both of her hands, her smile as gentle as they came and asked, “I want to kiss you. Can I do that?”

 Endlessly, Ayaka wanted to say. 

But Ayaka responded only by making the first move, her hands coming up to cup her face, and Yoimiya followed suit closely after, her arms coming to wrap around Ayaka protectively. 

Their kiss was nothing like fireworks as they were often described in those novels she kept close to her heart. It was over much too soon, much too quickly, and Ayaka made a slight noise in the back of her throat that made Yoimiya laugh and dip back in. 

She never wanted it to end. 

She said so as much, a truth straight from a light chest and tingly lips, and Yoimiya only flashed her a bright smile. 

One that was honest, and told her that she wanted just the same. 

 



 

“Can I kiss you?” Ayaka asked, their hands interlaced and the moon following their every step. They had spent the whole day together, with bare moments apart. 

Yoimiya tilted her head. “If I’m being honest?” she said teasingly, and Ayaka almost pushed her gently aside. 

“Yes,” she answered sincerely. Ayaka never doubted the truth of it. 

  
Author’s Note:And yes I was looping I Want You Back while I was writing this, hence the title 

Here’s my Twitter (@arsonide_)!  I’m writing Honkai stuff in the future woooo





