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  Ayaka sharpens her and her brother’s blades. She has for years; any adequate swordsman maintained their own blade, according to Father. He didn’t live long enough to see her wield hers, not completely. Not when she was good at it. Ayaka doesn’t remember what stance he’d last seen her practice, but she doesn’t allow herself to linger on such things. The motion of the whetstone against metal drags the melancholy out of her, dispersing it besides the debris of the blade’s metal. 



  Her brother’s sword lies sheathed beside her. He keeps his weapon in atrocious shape, without intervention. He sighs whenever their old teacher scolds him for it, says that he hardly gets to use the weapon anyway, and he doesn’t need it edged for practice. Their teacher turns on Ayaka, then, and says that she indulges her brother too much. She’s been maintaining both of their swords for years. 



  She finds it relaxing, she’ll defend. Ayato told her that she was better than him at maintenance when she was fourteen, and the praise thrilled her. She doesn’t cling onto each fragment of sugared word anymore. She knows too well. 



  She’s sitting on the edge of the training grounds, now. She’ll spar with one of them in a moment, though he’s engaged with Thoma now, the two of them running polearm drills. Ayato hadn’t needed to learn the polearm, he did it for a reason that had nothing at all to do with their good friend Thoma, of course not, Little Sister. This was not an excuse to spend more time with Thoma, her brother said, this was a very important exercise. She rolled her eyes then, and added that to her collection of Ayato Lies. 



  The two of them switch into a spar. They take their places five paces apart, before converging again. The sound of clashing wood rings through the air; Ayato is faster than Thoma but Thoma manages his distance better. It’s a close match between the two of them, it always is. Ayato feigns low, to Thoma’s left. Ayaka presses her mouth into a thin line. Thoma tends to parry too hard to the left, after a nobushi carved a chunk out of his left leg some years ago. 



  Thoma doesn’t buy the bluff, pulling out of Ayato’s striking range. Her brother pivots, but she watches his balance tilt. She can’t see what he’s tripped on, but she sees him swerving, forcing a hand out to the ground to recapture his balance. Thoma steps closer, shifts his polearm to come down on Ayato’s shoulder. 



  Her brother’s leg sweeps out beneath him—not a trip at all, a repositioning. She watches Thoma fall to the ground. His weapon is still in hand, but Ayato is already kneeling over him, the end of the staff already hovering over Thoma’s throat. Thoma inclines his head, acknowledging the loss. Ayaka adds 
  
    feigning a fall
  
   to her list of Ayato Lies. Her brother pulls his staff back, and reaches a hand out to Thoma, lugging him off the ground. Thoma sighs something about a dirty trick, and her brother beams at him. 



  “I stay in, Thoma switches out,” Ayato says. Ayaka nods. She sets her sword and whetstone by her side, grabbing a wooden one off the engawa. Her brother doesn’t reach for his own sword, his grip still on his staff, and his attention entirely set on Thoma, who dusts off his sides. Thoma is sighing, and Ayato’s mouth is turned up at the corners. His eyes wrinkle at the corners. She doesn’t see that often enough, not sincerely. 



  Her brother reaches out, and runs his thumb along Thoma’s jaw, near his ear. A smudge of mud comes off easily. Thoma’s attention follows Ayato’s hand, and Ayato doesn’t quite meet Thoma’s gaze. 



  Oh, Ayaka realizes.



  
    Oh
  
  . 



  

  




  Lumine knows something is off with her. Ayaka has made sure of it. She holds her fan just a little too close, a little too high on her face. She speaks more clipped than usual—polite enough, still, not to alert civilians but enough, it’s enough. She directs the Traveler to a beach near the Estate, on some facade of a mission to capture a nobushi, which should have been indication enough that something was 
  
    wrong
  
  . Ayaka wouldn’t ask for help she didn’t need. She wouldn’t, and Lumine should know. Ayaka hasn’t before. She’s made sure of that much. 



  She just needs Lumine to ask. 



  Ayaka has them walk to a small island off the coast. There’s nothing there, certainly no nobushi, and Ayaka is glad to be distracted by her vision use, at least. Freezing the ice below her and the Traveler is a simple enough task, but she doesn’t need to look at Lumine through the silence, the bit of chatter. The whole crossing is over entirely too quickly, and Lumine is entirely too quiet. 



  “Ayaka,” Lumine says, finally. Her voice is level, though her mouth twitches into a smile. They stand on approximately seventh squad meters or sand, and nothing else. “There’s no one here.”



  “Right,” Ayaka says. She waits for her mouth to form other words. It doesn’t. Lumine nods her head, barely. “I apologize for being so indirect.”



  “It’s alright. I know you.”



  The words are electric over her skin. She shouldn’t 
  
    know 
  
  Ayaka for being 
  
    difficult
  
  , for simple lies and wasted time. She shouldn’t have to still be waiting here, as Ayaka tries to find courage she shouldn’t need. She asked Lumine to help end the Vision Hunt Decree. This is simple, trivial. 



  No. She’d had to request that Lumine take a tour of Inazuma before meeting her. Ayaka pushes the thought aside. That was an impossible time. This is not that. 



  “I am trying,” Ayaka says. “Give me a moment.”



  Lumine inclines her head. Her expression grows more gentle. Ayaka clears her throat. She can ask a friend for advice. She has friends now.



  “I want to help my brother,” Ayaka says.



  Lumine’s expression darkens, just for a moment. Ayaka feels the guilt crawl at her. She shouldn’t have asked. Lumine doesn’t need the reminder of her own missing sibling. 



  “Is something wrong with Ayato?” She asks. Her face is even now. Ayaka can’t retreat. 



  “And Thoma,” Ayaka continues.



  Lumine’s mouth pops into a small circle. She pauses, barely for a moment, long enough for Ayaka to regret mentioning anything at all. “We’re on an empty island,” Lumine notes. 



  “Confidentiality is important.”



  “You already own this portion of the island.”



  Ayaka wants to protest. Technically, Ayato does, but Ayato isn’t even on Narukami Island today, and Ayaka knows that Lumine doesn’t appreciate deflection, anyway. Not in her swordwork, and not with Ayaka. 



  “I wanted to ask for your counsel on the matter,” Ayaka continues. She stops herself there. “Though, I’d hardly want to further infringe on your time.”



  Lumine gives her a long long. Her brow is furrowed.



  “Ayaka,” Lumine says, finally, gravely. “I would love to help you be the wingman for Thoma and your brother.”



  Good. Great, really, that Lumine will enjoy it, too. Ayaka drops her fan from her face and thanks the Traveler. 



  “We’re friends, you know?” Lumine says. “You don’t have to be so formal.”



  “I know,” Ayaka assures. She does, she doesn’t. “I suppose I’m just—not used to it.”



  Lumine’s look is thoughtful. “Well, we’ve got a mission now. Plenty of bonding time.”



  “Right. I look forward to it,” Ayaka says. 



  Lumine laughs. It’s a nice sound, one that Ayaka doesn’t cause often enough. She resolves to change that much. 



  Ayaka brings them back to the shore. There are, in fact, nobushi on their return, who look immensely displeased to see the two of them. Combat with Lumine is easier than talking to her, the two slotting into an easy rhythm. Ayaka immobilizes them, Lumine cuts them down. The two of them have the nobushi searched and stripped of their stolen goods soon enough. 



  They’ve mostly taken mora, some wrinkled land claims. A delusion sits center in the bag, dull, but the sheen of faded blue still caught in the crystal. Ayaka tucks it into her own things. She doesn’t need to deal with that here, with Lumine. She suspected that some of the Fatui’s goods remained in circulation. The Kujou family is full of holes. 



  Lumine’s attention lingers on the delusion, something like melancholy on her features. Ayaka rests a hand on her shoulder. She’s here. 



  Lumine places a hand atop Ayaka’s, squeezes it. “This at least gives us an excuse to talk to Ayato.”



  Her brother will, Ayaka thinks, politely receive the evidence from the two of them, and then throw another knife at his picture of Kujou Takayuki once his doors are closed.



  “I’ve never,” Ayaka pauses, feels the word in her mouth, “been a 
  
    wingman 
  
  before.”



  Lumine shrugs. “I haven’t either. I feel like it shouldn’t be too hard, with those two.”



  “I think you’re underestimating how stubborn they can be.”



  The Traveler takes a step in front of Ayaka, face twisted into a grin. “Don’t worry,” she says. “I know you. I understand Kamisato tendencies, Shirasagi Himegimi.”



  Ayaka swats at her with her fan, is promptly horrified at doing said swatting, and proceeds to do it again. 



  

  

  




  She has to leave Lumine to attend a meeting with the local merchant’s guild. They’re one of her less unpleasant meetings, the worst of them too afraid to act against the Yashiro Commission, the best of them not especially innovative in their false praise of her. She can weave herself between their words well enough, press into their double meaning and hidden intentions. She’s been able to be more aggressive since the Sakoku Decree was revoked, justified under the urgency of establishing secure trade lines. 



  Ando Hideki’s family builds most of the ships that leave Ritou. He coos at her now, has been for the past eight years, since she was barely old enough to know he was as empty as the words. 



  “We’ve spoken with the Tenryou Commission about repurposing some of the naval ships for trade purposes,” Ando says. His voice is smooth. He makes it sound like an idle mention. Ayaka plasters an easy expression onto her face. Curiosity, only, nothing damning yet. They like her. She needs them to like her. 



  “Oh? Do you have particular ships in consideration?”



  It isn’t her role to administer policy of this scale. She gathers information. She passes word of the Yashiro Commission’s opinion. She isn’t more. She doesn’t get to be. Ando rattles off the names of three ships, like Liyue would be appreciative of war vessels docking at their harbor, like it isn’t a clear grab by the Tenryou Commission. 



  “Who constructs their ships?” Ayaka says. It’s the Izawa family. They both know that. “I don’t suppose you’ve come to a discussion of splitting profits with them?”



  Ando’s mouth presses into a thin line. It’s enough for now. It’ll stall out negotiations until Ayaka can prepare a stronger defense. He thanks her for her consideration of their business, and Ayaka offers a welcoming smile. It’s nothing at all. She never means to injure their plans, she only delivers their message. 



  They like her, no matter how many times she breaks their heart. It’s what she’s good at. 



  The rest of the meeting is droning. She feels the delusion’s weight in the inner pocket of her coat. It would be easy to ignite, and claim its power for her own. She saw what Kaedehara could do with two elements. She doesn’t pretend the power, the security it carries, doesn’t call to her. 



  No one would expect it of Kamisato Ayaka. Her brother, maybe, but not the family’s gentle daughter. 



  The meeting adjourns. They’re in one of Mikagami Yasuto’s seaside towers, overlooking the now storm-less sea. She stands, bows, and prepares to make her leave from the men. 



  Mikagami inclines his head to her. He requests that she stay—just for a moment, she stay, please. The other men eye Mikagami, but dismiss themselves. Only she and he remain in the room, separated by a low table, and now-empty teapot. He meets her eye more easily than he did throughout the meeting, some kind of steady determination in it. He’s coming into his middle age now, dark hair faded half-white, and without the thick frame he wore when she was a child. 



  “Forgive my abruptness,” Mikagami says. He was an accomplished swordsman once. She respected him for it. He bears no weapon, anymore. 



  “No need to apologize,” Ayaka says, pleasantly. She has no meetings after this one. She won’t let him know as much. “Is something troubling you?”



  “Quite opposite,” he says. “I wish to speak of my son. Mikagami Ichiro. You’ve met him, I believe?”



  “At the new year’s festival,” Ayaka agrees. He was friendly, a bit too tactless for the role he was going to inherit. The product of parents who couldn’t bear to scold their son, she thinks. 



  “I was wondering if you’d be amenable to meeting with him. He’s expressed some interest in you.”



  Ayaka swallows her wince. Her expression is warm. “Courtship requests, typically, would be announced to the clan prior to any meeting.”



  Ayato would’ve mentioned it. She told him to always tell her. Mikagami ducks his head. 



  “True, and I apologize again for my impropriety. I only thought we could, perhaps, be less rigid in traditions. My son thought the two of you got on well.”



  They spoke about a play they’d both seen. It was one of the few plays that season that Arataki Itto didn’t make an unplanned appearance in. 



  “I enjoyed speaking with him,” Ayaka says. Mikagami’s face lights up, too fast and too obviously. “For a nontraditional courtship, though, I suppose I’d prefer that he speak to me directly.”



  “Of course,” Mikagami says. He apologizes. He thanks her. He praises her. It’s no surprise that his son is so taken with her. He’s too kind, Ayaka assures him, and she is honored by his request, she only feels that he’s left her little clarity in the matter. Mikagami Yasuto promises that it won’t happen again. He takes her hand as he vows it. She’s gone only moments later, sent off with a deep bow. 



  She doesn’t let the nausea get to her now. She won’t show anything where the city can see her. Her posture is perfect, cool, untouchable. She greets the merchants she passes as she’s meant to, and she doesn’t let her smile drop as she passes through the estate gates. Thoma’s hired new housekeepers recently. They treat her with too much reverence. She catches Furuta’s eye as she enters, and the woman raises an eyebrow, and tilts her head to the side, toward the bedchambers. 



  Ayato’s home. Ayaka nods in turn, calls out a 
  
    thank you
  
  . Furuta smiles at her. It’s the same warm look it’s been since Ayaka was a child. 



  She takes her time crossing the household. She orders her thoughts. The Tenryou Commission was seeking expansion into economic affairs. There were still delusions circulating the island. Ayaka received a nontraditional proposal from Mikagami Ichiro. The meetings were otherwise uneventful. They’ll get to speak as Ayaka and Ayato after they speak as the Kamisato clan. 



  Ayato inherited their father’s office, though he works too often in his own bedroom, which is surely making his sleep habits even worse, but Ayato insists that he can’t be bothered to travel the distance between the office and his room. They both pretend they don’t still feel wrong, too new and too small at their father’s grand table, too foreign to mother’s inks, still sleeping in its drawers. When Ayaka was too young to know her mother was dying, she promised Ayaka that she wouldn’t haunt the household, no matter how much she wanted to watch her children grow up. 



  Their mother wasn’t a liar. She didn’t quite tell the whole truth, either. It was a skill Ayaka had to learn. 



  She knocks on the wooden frame of the door before entering.The room is as torn apart as it always is, and Ayato is perched at his desk. Thoma sits beside him, eyeing some document or other of his own. He looks up as Ayaka enters, eyes igniting. 



  He doesn’t stand. Too much of Ayato leans on him. 



  Her brother looks unwell relatively often, sleep-deprived constantly, but there’s a new bandage plastered to his neck, and further stretching beneath the folds of his yukata. His eyes are closed, she realizes, and his pen loose in his land. There are no Kamisato arts that heal. 



  Ayaka sits opposite them. Thoma tells her that it wasn’t an attempt on 
  
    Ayato
  
  ’s life, but a general attack on a Commission meeting. Ayato and Kujou Sara had dealt with it swiftly enough, but neither had expected the use of a Pyro delusion alongside an electro vision. The Hiiragi clan bore no combatants. 



  Ayaka places the delusion she found on the table, wordless. 



  Thoma sighs. There’s a weariness to him, but it doesn’t look like hers or Ayato’s. She wasn’t there when he swore to remain with them, when a vision kindled in his hand. If he left them, she wonders if the thing would reduce to ash, just as easily. 



  No point in thinking about useless things, Mother would say. 



  “Hydro delusion,” Thoma says, outloud. Her brother doesn’t stir. Thoma looks at him. “You think he’ll teach us how to use it?”



  There’s fondness in his eyes, a small wrinkling to his brow. It’s matched with something else that Ayaka can’t place, not now. 



  “He’d sooner try to break it,” Ayaka notes. Or keep it for himself, tell them that it’s none of their concern anymore, and only nod them off when they noted the exhaustion that the delusions wrought on the Resistance. 



  “If we’re lucky,” Thoma says, dull agreement between them. He rolls his free shoulder back. “Anything else?”



  “The Tenryou Commission is trying to strike a deal with the Hideki’s. I put them off it for now.”



  Thoma’s mouth presses in a thin line. “I should have been aware of that.”



  “You can’t know everything.”



  “I can try,” Thoma says, a huff of a laugh trailing the words. He sounds like her brother. 



  Ayaka feels the weight of it in her mouth. She was proposed to. They didn’t go through the commission. They’re leaving it up to Ayaka to advance. It wouldn’t be a poor match. The Mikagami family is affluent, well-regarded, and its heir is easy to mold. Ayaka wouldn’t have to give up her life for him. The family isn’t set on tradition. They have some modicum of respect for her. 



  Her brother slips off Thoma’s shoulder. Thoma catches him, lowers his head to rest on his crossed legs. There’s some look from Thoma, something warm and old and tense. Ayaka shouldn’t get to see it, especially not if Ayato doesn’t. 



  They wouldn’t allow her to accept the proposal. Not from someone she doesn’t love. 



  She swallows the words. Nothing else happened, she says. 



  

  




  The next morning, Furuta bears a letter from Mikagami Ichiro. She gives it directly to Ayaka, just as it’s addressed. There’s something in her eyes, but Ayaka can’t quite place it. 



  “Don’t tell my brother or Thoma,” Ayaka says, her voice low. She’s never given a command like that. She considers. “Don’t tell the Commissioner, nor the Retainer.”



  Furuta ducks her head. She departs with her agreement, and a low warning to Ayaka. 



  Don’t be hasty. She knows that. 



  Ayaka tucks back into her bedroom to read the letter. Her brother is hardly a room away; she can hear his moving papers and inks on her desk. He can’t find something. He won’t be paying attention to Ayaka, and the fact that she never takes breakfast in her room, Furuta must have come for something else. 



  He doesn’t know. She opens the letter. 



  It’s a nice letter. Polite enough. The praise isn’t suffocating, and he’s relatively open about his intentions. It’s better than the other proposals she’s received. The end of the letter invites her to write back; it doesn’t pressure her into meeting. He is happy to adjust to her comfort levels, he knows this is out of the norm. She almost manages a smile, the nausea only simmering low in her. 



  She tucks the letter into a locked drawer. She’ll respond at the close of the day. Ayaka lets herself drop her head into her hands, just for a moment. The light is too bright, and it sees too much. She shouldn’t be reacting so poorly. This is hardly the first courtship request she’s received. Mother told her to anticipate terrible ones, taught her to disregard the worst of them without remorse. Mother never told her what to do with the decent ones, ones that offered a life that might be tolerable. Ayaka doesn’t know how her mother felt when Father proposed. 



  Ayaka shifts back upright. She doesn’t have time for wallowing. She can respond to the courtship without committing to it. She can entertain it. 



  There’s a figure at her door. She’s familiar with her brother’s silhouette. She hadn’t heard him walk over. It’s fine. Her hair is already tied up, her own robes are in order. He won’t be able to tell. She invites him in. 



  Her brother looks better than yesterday. There’s some color back to his skin, and the bandages don’t seem as unending. He eyes her, the same way he does in a fight, or when he’s caught her halfway into a lie. 



  “You look concerned,” Ayato says, at the same moment that Ayaka tries to wish him a good morning. 



  “I have reason to be,” she returns, letting her gaze linger over Ayato’s injuries. He waves her concern away, takes a seat on the opposite side of her desk. 



  “It looks worse than it is. Burns, you know, easily infected. Necessary precautions and all that.”



  Thoma had burnt her, once, when his vision was still new, and his fire barely controlled. She’d had to keep her upper arm wrapped for weeks, and Thoma looked wretched every time he saw it, even when she regained full mobility. She still caught his gaze lingering, some days, and had to turn his attention back. 



  “And the culprit?” Ayaka asks. 



  Her brother presses his mouth into a thin line. He wants to be her older brother, not the commissioner, wants to keep the entire affair far from her. She won’t let him. He knows that. 



  “Currently in Kujou Sara’s custody. She intends to deliver a full report tonight.”



  “An honest one?”



  “When did you get so cynical?” Ayato huffs a laugh, not quite happy. “I would also have preferred the primary investigation, but she’s eager to prove the new sanctity of the Tenryou Commission, and the Shogun trusts her.”



  “The Shogun trusts you.”



  “The Shogun tolerates me.”



  Ayato pauses. He considers her, before continuing. “I suspect that they’re Tenryou defectors. In all honesty, their skills are concerning, but I doubt there’s any sincere threat. The nobushi you and Lumine defeated explained as much.”



  She’d had Lumine bring him to Yashiro grounds for questioning. Tenryou defectors would explain their familiarity with Tenshukaku. Ayaka lets the information roll over her—the lack of threat, her brother’s trust in telling her. She thanks him for it. 



  He only raises an eyebrow, the corners of his mouth turning up. “Well, there’s still further questioning in order.”



  “I’m sure.”



  “You and Lumine encountered the delusion-bearer on our beaches.”



  She nods, furrows her brow. He knows this. 



  “You and Lumine,” Ayato repeats. 



  Ayaka is halfway to verifying that 
  
    yes, it was her and Lumine, he really ought to sleep more
  
  , before recognition swells in her head, floods her face. 



  “Don’t tease,” Ayaka hisses. “It’s not becoming of you.”



  “You sound like Father.”



  She does, but that’s not the point. “We’re just friends.”



  “I didn’t mean to imply otherwise,” Ayato lies. Another Ayato Lie, this one much more unwelcome. “I would only hope you enjoyed your outing.”



  “I have no intentions of courting her,” Ayaka says, and nearly doesn’t choke on the word 
  
    courting
  
  . Her brother almost manages not to laugh. “Nor does she, me.”



  She made that perfectly clear at the festival. 



  Ayato rests his face on one hand, grinning at her with 
  
    far
  
   too much satisfaction. “It doesn’t need to be 
  
    courting
  
  . There are more casual variations.”



  They’re the heirs to the Kamisato clan. They don’t 
  
    date
  
  , he knows that better than she does. “There’s no use in it.”



  He frowns at that, something that goes past the tilt of his lips, darkens his eyes. “If you’re interested,” he says, voice light, “pursue it. There doesn’t need to be a use.”



  “I’m not romantically interested in Lumine.”



  “With anyone,” Ayato says, a little too fast, straightening his posture. “Just—with anyone. If you want.”



  His voice tapers at the end, lilting discomfort, not at all the way he addresses Commission meetings, addresses their guests, or her on most days. His gaze flickers off to the side, burning a path up one of the sword racks against her wall. 



  “The clan comes first,” Ayaka says, gently. 



  He isn’t looking at her. She can see his heart break, anyway. 



  It’s a long moment until he speaks again. His tone is still light, still trying to lean on that horrible, awkward encouragement. “The Yashiro Commission is doing well. We aren’t desperate enough to need every political advantage. You’re not constrained to a political marriage.”



  He offers her a small smile. “I do ask that you try not to marry Kujou Sara, though.”



  She laughs. She feels too young to ask and too old to not have asked already. “And what do you plan on doing?”



  Ayato doesn’t shrug, exactly, but something in him collapses. He’s old enough that it’s a concern. He has a stack of proposal letters buried in his office, its growth only halfway slowed by the Sakoku decree. “I’ll have my pick of proposals, when I deem it an appropriate time to marry. I’ll find someone suitable. I’m quite an eligible bachelor, Little Sister.”



  He says it easily enough, almost amused. 



  “I can’t imagine 
  
    wanting
  
   to marry you,” Ayaka returns, like she’s supposed to, and her brother huffs in indignation, like he’s supposed to, and they both don’t mention the man Ayato wants to marry, tending to the affairs of the household below them. 



  

  




  Mikagami Ichiro is nice enough, at their meeting. He’s properly prepared with talking points, with food and questions and clothing with all the right color symbolism. He’s nervous, not overly so, just the right amount. He’s endearing, excited to meet her, and he apologizes again for having his father make the initial contact. Whatever bluntness he had at New Years has been softened. He doesn’t talk too much about his family’s business prospects, and he doesn’t inquire at all into Ayaka’s. They don’t touch, except for a brushing of hands when he passes her a pastry that he’s made himself, he’s very interested in baking. It’s good, just sweet enough. He will make a fine husband someday, to someone, and Ayaka wants to want. 



  She finds Lumine at the edges of the field she parts with Mikagami Ichiro on. The Traveler looks a little haggard around the edges, the tips of her clothing singed by lightning. Her arms are crossed beneath the shadow of a tree. She smiles at Ayaka, the corners of her eyes crinkled. 



  “Who’s that?” Paimon asks, before Lumine can. Paimon is, of course, perfectly unharmed. 



  Ayaka knows how she’d answer her brother. He’s the heir to the Mikagami family, he’s interested in courting me. She knows how she’d answer Thoma. He’s Mikagami Ichiro, we met at New Years. Lumine stands beneath the Yumemiru tree and just outside the orbit of Inazuma, of Ayaka. 



  “He’s courting me,” she answers. 



  Lumine’s mouth comes to a small, round 
  
    oh
  
  , and Paimon cries something along the lines of 
  
    why are you acting so surprised, that was Paimon’s guess
  
  . Ayaka pulls her fan to the front of her face, and covers her mouth with it. 



  “How was it?” Lumine asks. There’s something in her face that Ayaka can’t place. 



  It was proper, engaging, she tells him. She doesn’t seem impressed by the description, but Ayaka won’t give more. She doesn’t think she can. They would have a non-offensive future together. She’d still practice her swordsmanship and he’d still bake. 



  “It seems restricting,” Lumine says, “to have to think of the political ramifications.”



  “It’s nothing new,” Ayaka says, which also isn’t the answer that Lumine wants. “And it’s not as bad as it seems. My parents’ marriage was arranged. They were happy.”



  “Does it make you happy?”



  Ayaka frown is hidden behind her fan, and it doesn’t reach her eyes, anyway. Lumine won’t believe her if she says yes, not after she’s already taken too long to answer. Ayaka doesn’t know that it would hurt less to say no, either. 



  “It’s a responsibility that I want,” Ayaka says. “I want to support the Commission. This may be one of the more rigid elements, but it’s the path I choose to take.”



  They’re walking, now, headed back toward the city. Lumine is taking the path to Uyuu restaurant. Ayaka has time for this. 



  “That doesn’t answer the question,” Lumine says. “Does it make you happy?”



  “To know that I’m aiding the clan, aiding my brother, does.”



  She gestures back in Mikagami’s vague direction. “But he doesn’t.”



  She raises her fan higher. “He doesn’t make me unhappy—”



  “But he doesn’t make you happy, either,” Lumine finishes. 



  Ayaka nods. Lumine leads them into the restaurant, to a small table upstairs, orders with impressive confidence, though her Inazuman isn’t quite perfect. She orders too much food, which Paimon says is not enough. 



  “Have clans heads always married for politics?” Lumine asks. 



  She says it flippantly. 
  
    For politics. 
  
  “There have been a few exceptions,” Ayaka says. “But only in exceptional circumstances. Marriage is a chance to, we’ll say, cement alliances. It’s uncommon to forgo that opportunity.”



  “But you 
  
    can 
  
  do it,” Lumine presses. “The clan is still powerful.”



  “We’re only just recovering. Now isn’t the time to risk it.”



  “Does Ayato agree?”



  Ayaka can’t help the wince that crosses her face. Lumine’s eyes narrow. 



  “If he thinks it’s alright,” Lumine says, slowly, “then I’m sure it’s fine. You shouldn’t deny yourself happiness. You deserve it.”



  The world doesn’t operate in terms of 
  
    deserve
  
  . At least, Inazuma doesn’t. Ayaka offers Lumine a smile. “He plans on marrying,” she pauses, feels the words in her mouth, “
  
    for politics
  
  , too, no matter what he says.”



  Lumine is quiet for a while. Their food comes. All light dishes, just barely more than the three of them can realistically finish. The Traveler’s brow is furrowed, set in some cool-eyed concentration, even as she moves food onto Ayaka’s plate. 



  “If he marries like that,” Lumine says, eventually, slowly, “I suppose the weight is off your shoulders.”



  “It is.”



  “And if you marry, the same is true for him.”



  Ayaka agrees. She doesn’t want to. She never meant to voice the thought, make it such a ridiculous balancing act. He’s done enough for her. She can do this much. 



  “Kamisato stubbornness,” Lumine sighs. 



  Ayaka echoes the words. Her own name is bitter on her tongue. 



  

  




  Her brother is right. There is a stockpile of salvaged delusions, and their Tenryou bearers, hidden in Musou Blade Canyon. The air there is too toxic for them to continue withstanding—they’re taking more aggressive measures so they can claim new territory. Sara’s captive estimated around fifty bearers, around a fifth of which came from the Resistance. They live densely together, it’ll be difficult to arrest them without significant casualties, and without vision bearers. 



  It’s a new era, Ayato sighed, where the actual Commission heads are being asked to do field work. 



  Ayaka volunteers for the force, and finds Lumine there somehow, too. Ayato can’t participate in himself, though Sayu does. She’s more useful than him, anyhow, he said, with a vague wave of his hand. The assault is being planned by the Tenryou Commission. It’s not their place to interfere in military matters, especially not within the family. She knows that neither of them believe it, even as the words lay unchallenged between them. 



  Ayaka barely makes eye contact with Lumine when she sees Thoma at the edges of the room, confirming something with Kujou Sara. They last spoke only yesterday, but everything requires meetings and confirmations and another meeting, for good measure, with the Tricommission. She’s spared the worst of it, most days. 



  Lumine jerks her head in Thoma’s direction. He’s parting from the General now, and she’s got a smile playing at her lips. Paimon floats down, whispers something in her ear, and Lumine mouths 
  
    let’s ambush him! 
  
  To her, like they’re not about to battle a camp of delusion-wielders. Like she doesn’t still feel the Hydro Delusion in her coat pocket, impossibly heavy and nothing at all.



  Maybe Ayaka just doesn’t know how to have fun anymore. 



  She crosses the room, cutting around a group of impressed Tenryou commission soldiers. She recognizes a few of them, recognizes the edge of anxiety in their gaze, at her. Thoma’s eyes flash in recognition as she approaches, and for a second she watches the same thought gleam in both of their eyes. 



  You don’t need to be here, Ayaka thinks. You shouldn’t be. 



  Thoma rests a hand on Ayaka’s shoulder when she stops, gives it a small squeeze, and smiles at her. She trusts him. He’s a good fighter, better in a group, and it’s been months. She shouldn’t still see the image of him bound before the Shogun’s perfect coldness when she closes her eyes. He’s safe. He has been. She tightens her hand around her fan. She couldn’t do anything then. 



  “I had been wondering,” Thoma begins, “what Kujou meant, when she said that the Yashiro Commission seemed overcommitted.”



  It’s been a long time since the two of them have fought together. She says as much, even as she wonders if they ever have. Not as equals. She ignores the voice that tells her they shouldn’t be. She’s meant to be above him, all of them. Kind and present but unreachable, just like Mother.



  A new era, she reminds herself. 



  “You’ve been busy,” Thoma notes. She marked her meeting with Ichiro as with the Mikagami clan as a whole, in her calendar. The preparations for it were treated likewise. It’s the most she’s ever lied to him. 



  His eyes are too bright and too warm. She wants to tell him the truth. 



  Lumine approaches, wearing a smile, and her eyes are sharp on Ayaka. She’s behind Thoma, unseen. 



  “A few impromptu meetings, but nothing bad,” Ayaka says. 



  Lumine’s smile falters, just for a moment. She walks up, letting her steps fall loudly enough for Thoma to hear. He turns, makes a delighted noise. Well, he says, if they have Lumine with them, the fight won’t be a problem. 



  Lumine looks to Ayaka once, quickly, and Ayaka can’t understand her meaning. 



  “Almost the whole family is here,” Lumine observes. Her voice is casual, not at all like she’s been planning this conversation on paper. She’s a gifted liar. Ayaka is starting to think that she knows too many of those. That she’s becoming one of them. 



  Thoma’s brow furrows. “My Lady is.”  



  The words come easily, automatic. “You’re part of the family, too.”



  Thoma’s face flushes, and his gaze flickers down, just for a moment. For just a breath, he’s a boy on a beach, still dripping with sea water. He thanks her, and she sees him again. 



  “I guess Ayato’s busy?” Paimon follows, in a much less convincing tone than Lumine’s. 



  Thoma jolts, just a bit. Her brother’s schedule is familiar to him, just like everything else about Ayato. He nods. “He has a meeting with Guuji Yae.”



  “I don’t imagine she takes well to last-minute rescheduling,” Lumine says, with roughly the right amount of horror at the thought. The Shogun is the head of Inazuma. Ayaka has known who the heart of it was since she was a child. 



  The Tricommission, then, is the nation’s hand, Mother had said. Her and Ayaka need to be the blade it wields.



  “He’s injured, besides,” Thoma continues. 



  Lumine’s brow furrows. Ayaka told her as much at Uyuu restaurant. It was, for some reason, imperative that she lie about knowing. “Badly?”



  “Not at all,” Thoma assures. “Him and Kujou Sara,”



  “She seems recovered,” Lumine says, thoughtfully. She gives him a soft smile, one that Ayaka feels tighten something in her chest, even now. “You worry too much, Thoma.”



   He sighs. Thoma leans into Lumine, conspiratorially, and makes a vague gesture toward Ayaka, the entire Kamisato bloodline.“Someone has to. The Archons know these two won’t.”



  Ayaka worries, she thinks, about every single thing in Inazuma, and some things in Liyue and Mondstadt. “You threw a spear at the Shogun,” Ayaka reminds him. 



  “A calculated risk,” Thoma lies. The flush has gone from his features. She watches Lumine note the same thing, and press her mouth into a thin line, just for a moment.



  “I can’t imagine Ayato actually in a fight,” Lumine says. Ayaka remembers 
  
    this
  
   line of dialogue being one of Lumine’s more back-up plans. She summons her sword, puts a hand on it. “I wouldn’t know how to draw, with the sleeves and all.”



  Ayaka does not snort, and she does not have to cover it with her fan. 



  “He’s figured it out,” Thoma says, loyally. 



  “Are you in charge of patching him up, after?” Paimon presses. Thoma confirms. 



  It’s Lumine this time. “And how is that?”



  Thoma’s face turns into a careful, careful blank. 



  Ayaka blanches. This is a terrible idea. She takes a step back. Lumine does not need to include her in a conversation about Thoma changing Ayato’s bandages, thank you very much. He’s done the same for her, and it was nothing,but—no, she doesn’t need to justify herself. It’s different. 



  Ayaka should’ve handled this on her own. But Lumine’s grin is fluorescent, so maybe it was worth it. She watches Thoma prepare a counter, but the low pulse of Tenryou drums slams through the room. Kujou Sara is at the head of it. She cuts her men into four divisions, sets them into Yashiori Island’s rain. They are gray nothing in only a few steps, caught behind walls of the storm. The Tenryou Commisson will act as the bulk of force. The Yashiro Commission need only provide emergency follow up.



  Kujou Sara leads her handful of soldiers that bear visions. The Yashiro’s Commission’s forces follow, Ayaka and Thoma following by their side. Lumine is just before them, eyes set on Kujou’s guiding hand. Aside from Sayu, who is near the front against her will, a team of Shuumatsuban hang at the edge of their peripheries. Ayaka can’t see them. She only knows of them from Ayato’s warning. He did not announce their presence to Kujou. 



  There’s something stiff in the set of Lumine’s shoulders. Ayaka doesn’t know her history with Delusions, why she’d scowled when Ayaka told her that she still bore the Hydro Delusion days ago. 



  It’ll kill you, Lumine said, and Ayaka didn’t think Lumine was talking to her. 



  Kujou offers the leader of the camp a chance for clemency. If they surrender their Delusions, they will see no charges for the assassination attempt. The negotiations are just out of Ayaka’s earshot. Kujou’s voice is authoritative, absolute even as it offers mercy. Sayu’s eyes are sharp, more awake than Ayaka’s ever seen them. She lingers in the shadows of the room. Ayato knew that Ayaka wouldn’t be traveling in the front. He trusts Sayu to deliver word of their claim, not her, not Thoma. She tames the part of her crawling at the knowledge. 



  There’s a single shot.



  An arrow, the metal edge of it bounding off someone’s armor, embedding itself into the earth below. The shot comes from outside the cave. Ayaka is barely beginning to turn toward the source of it when she sees the cavern begin to turn to stone, to darkness, Kujou Sara inside. 



  Another shot. The arrow tip is edged with geo energy. She sees the gold light of it slam against the cave floor, and shoot into stone around the point of impact. They’re trying to seal off the entrance. They were tipped off. Ayaka throws herself down the edge of the cliff, through the line of fire. Her body is frost and wind, and she reforms herself beside Kurou, whose bow is drawn, crackling light in the shadows of the cave. Thoma will handle the bowman. Lumine is lightning beside her, cutting through the little crevices of the entrance, still unblocked by the archer. 



  There are only six people within the cave. In the gleam of Kujou’s light, Ayaka can only make out two of their faces. Tenryou soldiers. Relatively high ranking, not enough that Ayaka needed to know them. She draws her sword, readies her own frost. The cave seals behind them. Lumine’s hand brushes Ayaka’s shoulder. 



  One of the Kujou soldiers moves first. The Delusion consumes his body in flame, and he surges forward. He doesn’t try to avoid Kujou’s shot, even as it sinks squarely into his chest. The next and next attack, each of them blazing as they approach. Their Delusions burn too hot, too wide, scorching even each other. Ayaka throws up her own cold around them, and they only burn hotter, until the earth beneath their feet is scorched black beneath their touch. They don’t dodge, only let Ayaka sink her blade into them, only send fire burning up its handle.



  Lumine throws up a wall of stone. It’s enough to push them back, just for a moment, to put space between them and immolation. Sayu’s daruma pulses against their skin, healing the burns, even as they worsen. Lumine could break the cave wall down. Ayaka turns to her, sees her eyes flickering over the entrance. There’s only a hint of purple-tinted light leaking through its seals. Ayaka watches the recognition burn through Lumine’s expression. 



  Ayaka feels the weight of the delusion within her coat. It is cool to the touch, still. It thrums, even through the metal of her breastplate. 



  The flames will only worsen, if exposed to the gorge’s electric air. Ayaka pulls the delusion from within her jacket. The Tsaritsa’s encasing is unfamiliar in her hand, sharp where it shouldn’t be, and emanating the cold of her homeland. The chill isn’t unfamiliar. Ayaka knows the touch of ice as well as she knows herself. Her vision came into her life as gently as her mother faded out of it.



  One of the delusion wielders collapse. His body is charred to little but silhouette, and his fire screams out of him, desperate for air. If he says anything, she can’t hear it over the cries of the fire and the cracking stone. Lumine tries to summon a wind large enough to propel it back, but the air in the cave is still and smoldering and the Traveler’s skin is already scored with burns. Sayu’s daruma flickers in and out of existence, and she braces her hands alongside Lumine’s, eyes wide as she tries to summon the same storm. 



  The fire only swells. Another one of the six dissolves into flames. The light of it is too hard to look at, and pushes the shadows only to the furthest corners of the cave. The heat sweeps around them, coming to lick up their backs, and burn the ends of Lumine’s scarf and Ayaka’s hair and Kujou Sara’s wings. The ends of her feathers turn into equally black ash. Ayaka has never seen Kujou Sara’s face break from its cold mask. 



  The delusion doesn’t feel like her, not the way her vision does. It doesn’t look for any resolve. It floods through her, greedy and fast and 
  
    easy
  
  , in a way Ayaka’s never known. She feels its power swimming in her veins. It’s natural to use. It’s right. She doesn’t care about Lumine’s eyes turning to her, narrowed, doesn’t care about the cry that she lets out, demanding that Ayaka put it down, now, she doesn’t need it. Sayu’s hand comes to rest on Ayaka’s knee, and her healing shoots up Ayaka’s spine. She’s Shuumatsuban. Of course she’d be practical. 



  Ayaka spent years learning to soften ice’s edge, to make it something that moved as fast and freely as she did. The delusion is already eager, slipping onto the edge of her sword. She only needs to release it. She brings both hands around her blade, and it’s wrong, it’s all wrong, she’s using a kendo stance on a weapon not made for it at all, and she’s using an element that the gods didn’t want her to have, that the lightning above Inazuma would condemn her for. 



  Water floods the cavern. It swells from the cracks in the stone and half of it turns to steam at the touch of heat. She doesn’t care. She holds her hands out, stopping the churn from touching any of them, and traps the water in the back of the cavern. It’s boiling, and evaporating, and freezing over again and again. She burns. She hurts. She doesn’t give, not at all. She can’t. The power hurts to use and it’s the most she’s ever had. Another man turns into nothing but flames, but they’re swallowed too by the sea she commands. 



  She thinks she understands him. She wouldn’t think of the pain either. 



  The last of the heat dies. She throws her hands back. The motion is bigger, rougher than anything she’s ever been trained to do. The water drops, half blackened from ash. It’s thick, and warm, and Ayaka is only distantly aware of herself collapsing into it. Her body aches. Her clothes feel wrong on her skin. She’s in pain. She shouldn’t be in pain. She’s the strongest she’s ever been. She shouldn’t be gasping for breath, shouldn’t be struggling to even hold onto her blade. 



  Kujou Sara lifts her from the ground, cradles her in archer’s arms. Sayu runs a healing current over her. Lumine slams her foot against the earth, and the cave wall turns to dust. Ayaka tries to say something. Lumine won’t look at her. 



  

  




  She’s better. She opens her eyes to the ceiling of her home, and the distant voices of their medics. She can see Sayu sleeping in the bed beside her, and her quiet, labored breaths are the most noise Ayaka has ever heard of her. Her limbs obey her, barely more, but enough for her to bring her hand to her inner coat pocket. The delusion is gone. 



  

  




  She’s better. She opens her eyes to Kujou Sara in the corners of the medical bay. Ayaka can’t remember the last time she was allowed in the Kamisato Estate. 



  

  




  She’s better. She opens her eyes to the sound of her brother’s voice. Her head aches. It takes her too long to make out the words he’s saying, takes her longer to recognize Thoma’s hums of acknowledgement. Both stop as they see her turn to them. Ayato pulls his chair closer, Thoma close behind him. Her brother brushes the hair out of her face, calls out her name as softly as she’s ever heard him speak. Mother used to scold him for saying his prayers too flat. Ayaka was good at seeming genuine, even then. 



  “I’m okay,” Ayaka says, voice thin. 



  Ayato’s eyes widen, just for a moment. He chuckles, some mirthless sound. “Don’t worry about that now.”



  He doesn’t look like he’s slept in days. Thoma’s hair is loose. “I don’t think I like Hydro very much,” Ayaka continues. 



  The smile her brother gives her is older than either of them. “Don’t worry. You’ll never use it again.”



  “Not fair,” Ayaka says. Her brother used to be allowed to stay up later than she did. Her brother used to be given all the new practice weapons first. Father died before he could train her with the kabutowari. 



  “No, it’s not very fair,” Ayato agrees. 



  

  




  This time, Ayaka will make sure she’s better. She keeps up the conversation that Thoma has with her, when he brings her a light soup to eat. It’s not hard. Most of her burns are healed. 



  A gift from Sangonomiya, Ayato explained, for all her work for the resistance. 



  There’s work she needs to do, but Ayato isn’t allowing her. She allows it for the first day of rest, but she’s 
  
    fine
  
  , after that. She’s exhausted, but has passed every physical test that the doctor has prescribed. If nothing else, she needs to write her account of the event. She needs to hear Sara’s testimony, see if there was any word of who the Tenryou traitor was. 



  “One more day,” Ayato says. He’s dressed for meetings, though he’s forgone his heavy coat. 
  
    He’s
  
   working. “Consider it a vacation.”



  “You’d have the Shuumatsuban sneak your paperwork in, if I tried this on you,” Ayaka notes. 



  “I would.” He eyes a bowl of fruit in front of her, and how it’s still half-full. “And you would also refuse to let me work. Consider it even.”



  She pushes the bowl toward him, not for the first time. He pushes it back. 



  “There’s enough for both of you,” Thoma notes. Ayato sits at the foot of her bed. Thoma sits beside him, their sides pressed together. Lumine will want to hear the development. 



  Lumine, Ayaka remembers, has not come yet. She tries not to let it show on her face. She doesn’t have a fan. Thoma said that she’d visited several times, when Ayaka was unconscious. She’d been glad to receive news of Ayaka’s recovery. He was sure she’d come soon. Ayaka had thanked him for the information, and pushed aside the terror in Lumine’s eyes in that cave, the way she’d looked at Ayaka like she was something monstrous. 



  She pieces the rest of the operation together. After the death of the six pyro users, the remaining Delusions were turned over. There are a handful still circulating through Inazuma’s countryside, but hardly an organized system. Lul mine and Kujou Sara helped Ayaka back, and Lumine returned with Sangonomiya only a few hours later. After Ayaka, Kujou’s injuries were the most severe. She received emergency treatment at the Estate, and had since returned to Tenryou territory. 



  It was, on the whole, a successful operation. 



  “What did you do with the delusion?” Ayaka asks, after Thoma has persuaded her and her brother into partitioning the bowl. 



  Ayato’s mouth presses into a thin line. “Sealed in Tenshukaku with the rest of them,”



  Ayaka figured it would be. It doesn’t stop the rolling disappointment in her chest. 



  

  




  After being permitted out of bed, things are quiet for roughly thirty-five hours. In the thirty-sixth, Mikagami Ichiro deems it appropriate to visit Kamisato Ayaka, who was known to have withdrawn from a week of public events for health reasons. He comes with neatly-boxed meals and a sweet-smelling bouquet, which he says will boil into a nice floral tea, if she chooses. They barely have a conversation before he disappears outside of Kamisato territory. 



  Thoma makes the three of them rice cake soup for dinner. He sits beside her brother. After their parents’ died, he’d stopped, just for a few days. It wasn’t proper anymore, he said, for him to be dining with them. He’d bowed his head, tried to leak out of the room. He’d never been very good at denying either of them, thankfully.



  The meal is normal for all of twelve minutes, before her brother decides to be her brother. 



  “Mikagami sent word when you were unconscious, as well,” he says. He’s smiling, but she can’t read his face. “I wasn’t aware you two were so close.”



  Ayaka makes her voice come easily. “He’s kind.”



  “You’ve had a few meetings with his family,” Thoma says, gently. “Did you meet, then?”



  “I’m not sure if they were meetings with his 
  
    family
  
  ,” Ayato drawls. It’s not angry, he’s rarely angry at her. She can’t recognize the pitch of his voice now, she can’t find the ground at all. Water suits her brother, she thinks. It doesn’t want to be caught. 



  “We met at New Years,” Ayaka says. Truth, ground it in truth, don’t be any more detailed than you’re asked to be. She knows this. “Yes, I’ve seen him recently, regarding his family prospects.”



  “He wants to marry you,” Ayato says.



  “They want a say in Inazuma’s reopening,” Ayaka continues. Their voices overlap, then stop. They used to speak in sync more often, when they were younger. It made Thoma laugh. 



  He doesn’t now. He sits in the silence between them. For a moment, it’s just the fire licking up the side of the pot. The sound grates against her ears, even if it’s barely a whisper of what that cave had been like. She presses her palms against her legs beneath the table.



  “Is he courting you?” Thoma asks, softer. 



  She swallows. “He is. He asked me directly. I agreed.”



  Ayaka recognizes the look on Ayato’s face, now. Betrayal twists his brows together, tugs the corners of his mouth down. 



  “Is it going well?” Thoma asks. It is, she agrees. Her brother doesn’t say anything. Thoma asks if they should invite him for dinner sometime—a normal dinner, and she knows that he’s thinking of Mondstadt—and Ayaka says maybe, she’s not sure, even if they mean it casually, that step will be inflated among the other commissions. 



  “Do you like him?” Ayato asks, a little too fast. 



  Ayaka practiced in the afternoon, started drilling her answer the moment Ichiro left. She does like him, she’s sorry for not telling him and Thoma—she was shy, maybe. She wanted to see if it would keep being good first. But she does like him. She got all the inflections right when she practiced in the mirror, making it so authentic that neither Thoma nor her brother would be able to tell. 



  She can’t get the words to come out. She only nods. 



  “You should have told me,” Ayato says, a little more levity to his voice, a little more conspiracy. 



  “You never tell me when 
  
    you 
  
  like someone,” Ayaka returns. It’s almost right for them. Almost. 



  “Who says 
  
    I
  
   like someone?” Ayato returns, easily enough. Thoma’s face is a careful, light smile. She wonders if their hands are linked beneath the table, if they’ve rehearsed this together. An Ayato and Thoma Lie. 



  She changes her attention to Thoma, just for a moment. It’s too long and too obvious anyway. Thoma sees her do it, and his face falters. He doesn’t look at Ayato, and she can’t either. The three of them have never acknowledged this 
  
    thing
  
  , not to each other. Maybe Ayato and Thoma have given it a name, locked it behind doors that Ayaka isn’t allowed through, and told themselves that it’s better if she doesn’t know. It’s better if she stays out of the Shuumatsuban, and all the ugly parts of the Commission. She’s too young or too innocent or too fragile or just not made for this kind of thing at all. She can’t even lie to them. 



  Maybe it’s the smoke she inhaled, or the memory of the enemy general standing awkwardly in the halls of their home. Maybe it’s knowing that Lumine is somewhere in Teyvat.



  “The two of you,” Ayaka begins. 



  She stops, feeling Thoma’s hand on her shoulder, and seeing Ayato come around the table, crouching by her other side. 



  “We know,” Ayato says. “Please don’t make it harder than it has to be.”



  

  




  “They kept it from me,” Ayaka says, hearing Lumine’s footsteps come behind her, through the soft glow of Chinju Forest. “They already knew.”



  Lumine wraps an arm around Ayaka’s shoulder, tugs her closer. 



  “They know every proposal I receive. They know every meeting I go to. They kept it from me,” Ayaka continues. She isn’t wearing her armor. The night wind slips beneath the folds of her kimono. “It was silly, to think otherwise. Of course they’d talked about it.”



  “I’m sorry,” Lumine says. “I know how it feels.”



  Lumine doesn’t talk often about her brother, about what he keeps from her. She tenses whenever Ayaka asks. She wants to know, to see the crevices of the person Lumine loves more than anyone.



  “Are you angry with him?” Ayaka says, instead. 



  Lumine leans her head into Ayaka’s. The contact is nice, warm. “Incredibly. Angrier than I’ve ever been with anyone.”



  “But you’ll drag him back with you.”



  “Of course,” she says. “He’s my brother. I’ll be angry with him forever, if I have to be.”



  Lumine’s hair tickles her chin. It’s coarse at the edges. That’s no surprise, Ayaka knows how she lives, much of the time. 



  Knowing isn’t feeling. Ayaka speaks. “The delusion didn’t hurt.”



  The Traveler tenses, but doesn’t interrupt. 



  “It was exhausting, but it was easy. I get why they wanted to keep them,” Ayaka says. It’s a warm night. Summer is slinking into the nation. “Even if I knew it was hurting me, it didn’t matter. I was doing something important.”



  “You saved our lives,” Lumine echoes. 



  “I think I knew I wanted to use it,” Ayaka says. She feels for its phantom weight. Her coat pocket is still empty. “Otherwise, I wouldn’t have been carrying it.”



  “And now?”



  “I still want to use it. Just to have it. I remember how Kaedehara blocked the Shogun’s strike.”



  “That wasn’t a delusion.”



  Ayaka bites the inside of her cheeks. “Is there a real difference? Most vision holders die young.”



  Lumine scowls. “You’re not going to die soon.”



  “A little sooner than before,” Ayaka returns, “if reports of its effects are true.”



  Lumine’s face is far away, just for a breath. It comes back to Ayaka like the edge of her blade. At least, Ayaka’s blade. Not the awful dull one that Lumine bears. 



  “Let me sharpen your sword,” Ayaka says. 



  Lumine looks at her for a long moment. A scattering of sakura turns her hair pink and violent. Ayaka returns her gaze, and it’s just them. 



  “You’re fucking with me,” Lumine says. 



  “No,’ Ayaka returns, feeling the corners of her mouth turning up. “I’m completely serious.”



  

  




  The Kamisato clan attends a wedding. Ayaka wears a new kimono, cut in dark blues and golds. Her brother and Thoma are dressed similarly, though Thoma’s bears fewer adornments, and Ayato’s crested haori is slung over his shoulders. The whole thing is lovely, proper in all the ways she expects. There are Liyuen scrolls on the walls, which Ayato notes with a small smile. He stands near the other nobles, Thoma an arm’s reach away. It’s too far  apart for them, and the impropriety they’re terribly fond of. 



  Mikagami Ichiro approaches her. 



  He’s dressed up well, though his hair is slicked back a little too stiffly. He beams at her, a little nervous. A dozen of Inazuma’s clan heads peer down at him, at her, at whatever may be between them.



  “Would you care to dance together?” he asks. 



  His voice pitches too high at the end of the question. She can’t tell if he doesn’t know what he’s asking, or if he knows all too well. There’s nothing wrong with the match. There’s nothing wrong with him. She can’t see her brother, but she knows that he’s tangled with the other clan heads, wearing that flat smile, not letting himself think about dancing with Thoma. 



  Across the room, Kujou Sara’s eyes are electric. Ayaka has never seen her outside of battle, or a Tricommission meeting. She seems to cut through each body in the crowd, as if preparing to shoot an arrow to Ayaka. The other members of the Kujou clan are little but shadow beside her. 



  Kujou Sara will never be in a political marriage. She will never compromise. Ayaka knows it from the set of shoulders, the coolness that she surveys her soldiers with. The nation forgives her, forgives the lightning she’s sworn herself to. 



  Ayaka saved her life. 



  “I’m sorry,” Ayaka says, ducking her head. “I don’t think we should.”



  He frowns, processing. His face lifts just a second later, clearer than it was before. His shoulders relax. “I understand,” he tells her. 



  She thanks him. For everything. He says the same. They both mean it. Across the room, Kujou Sara turns away. She looks proud. 



  The rest of the night is tranquil. She invites Thoma to a dance, and he obliges, only looking a little flustered. He wants to protest that it’s not good etiquette, and he wants to dance with his friend, and Thoma has always been loyal to his friends, first. They’re very good, and he hands her off to Ichiro, at the end of it, who offers her a half-grin, says, 
  
    well, now it doesn’t mean anything
  
  . They take off, and their steps are clumsier, but it doesn’t mean anything. She repeats it in her head until she can start to believe it. 



  She wishes Lumine were here. She wishes they’d dance together. 



  Kujou Sara approaches her. Her back is straight and stiff. She looks lovely in her purple kimono. Ayaka tells her as much, and Kujou takes the compliment like Ayaka has stabbed her. She’d probably be more comfortable, actually, if Ayaka did try to stab her. 



  “Would you like to dance?” Ayaka asks. She’s sitting, Kujou is standing, the order is all wrong, but Ayaka could already see the words getting caught in her throat. 



  They shift into position just as the next song begins. Their steps are rigid, but well-timed, and they make it across the floor more by virtue of their respective training, than any synchronicity. Ayaka can’t find it in herself to mind too much. She’s never been this close to Kujou Sara before. She’s never let herself dance so often and so badly. The two of them catch the eye of nearly every clan head in the ballroom. It’s not the alliance they expect. Worse, still—it’s no alliance at all. 



  Kujou’s words are low but steady in her ear. She turns past her brother, who is still half obscured by shadow, and a member of the Kanjou Commission. His left hand is linked with Thoma’s, just barely, and hardly visible through the darkness, the fabric of their robes, the crowd eyeing Ayaka and Kujou. Her brother doesn’t dance with anyone that night. He just watches her, and Thoma, and her and Thoma, and lets them return to his side. 



  

  




  Ayato gets a marriage proposal not a week later. It’s from a weaponsmithing family. Wealthy, historically regarded. It’s a perfect proposal in more ways than it isn’t. Ayato spends the day reading the letter until it’s scorched into his memory. Thoma burns the underside of their rice that night. Ayaka watches the two of them collapse and orbit, like some kind of system of planets, never out of the other’s line of sight. There’s an untouched bowl of soup beside Ayato, still centered on its tray.



   Ayaka goes to her brother’s room. She finds him hunched over his desk, one hand flipping through pages of some records book. The other rubs the edge of his desk. He doesn’t look at her but she doesn’t expect him to. 



  “Don’t take it,” Ayaka says, all in a rush. She doesn’t see the proposal on his desk. She kneels on the opposite side of his desk, drops a finger onto the paper he’s looking at. Some sort Herof request for Yashiro aid. The ink is still drying. 



  She watches her brother push the words around in his mouth. “I haven’t made any solid decisions, quite yet.”



  His voice is too light.



  “You don’t love her,” Ayaka presses. Ayato meets her gaze. There’s nothing in his face. That careful blank shouldn’t be turned toward her. It shouldn’t work on her at all. “Don’t marry her.”



  His expression doesn’t change. “It isn’t that simple.”



  “It can be.”



  She feels something electric coursing under her skin. There’s the fever of her skin, the ghost of Kujou Sara’s hands on hers, the echo of the wedding music. 



  “The Yashiro Commission is the most powerful of the three,” Ayaka recites. Kujou’s voice is low in her memory, but as clear as a flute. “The other commissions know it.”



  Her brother drops his posture, leans against the foot of his bed. His eyes are cold where they meet hers. “I’m aware,” he says. 



  “So don’t force yourself to marry.”



  There’s a moment of silence between them. Ayaka feels her age lodge into her chest, feels her brother’s click against her like a pendulum. 



  “Marriage,” he says, finally, slowly, “has been a consolidation of power far longer than it has been an expression of love.”



  There’s only the desk between the two of them. It feels too far to reach across. She remembers sitting beside him there, both watching their parents’ silhouettes through the screen doors. They’d pretend to be doing work, whenever the two approached. 



  “I don’t need a history lesson,” Ayaka returns. 



  “What would you do if I took it?’ Ayato asks. 



  “I wouldn’t let you. She’d come, and I’d tell everyone that you had no true interest in her. That you were disgusted by her. I’d do it before every noble, and the Almighty Shogun, so you’d have no hope of contradicting me.”



  Ayato’s mouth presses into a thin like, curling at the corners. “Of course.”



  “If you pursued her anyway, I’d freeze over your wedding venue. I’d tell Thoma to make all the food for it the same way you two prepare food for each other.”



  Thoma’s name makes her brother’s expression go too soft and too hard, all in a breath. “We’d still be wed.”



  “I’d lure your children away from you, so that the Kamisato Clan might fall to ruin,” Ayaka finishes. 



  Ayato laughs. Ayaka doesn’t. She doesn’t know how. Sunset turns the room gold, and casts their hair into red. 



  “I would congratulate you,” Ayaka says. The glee in his face falls. “I’d be very happy for you. I’d be there unconditionally. I’d never tell anyone that you wanted otherwise.”



  He winces. He ducks his attention away from her, and sets to straightening the papers on his desk. Ayato tucks them into a neat pile, and returns his brushes to their side tray. She waits. Her brother hates asking for time. He hates asking for things for himself, at all. 



  Pot and Kettle, Lumine says. 



  “At least be angry with me,” Ayato says. “Like I was with you, for Mikagami.”



  “I didn’t think you were angry.” Her brother shakes his head, tries to say something about how he was and how it was his fault. “I hurt you.”



  Ayato wants to deny it. And Ayaka wants to believe what he’d say. She’d never hurt him. She barely meant to lie to him. It was nothing. 



  He loves her, no matter how many times she breaks his heart. It’s what she’s good at. 



  “If I answer a question of yours in earnest,” Ayato says, “will you answer one of mine?”



  She agrees. Her brother only knows vulnerabilities in transactions. Father didn’t believe in unconditional love.  He said it took away the person, leaving only the feeling of them.



  He offers to let her go first, and she does. The words curl up her throat. “If you weren’t—if 
  
    we 
  
  weren’t—who we are, would you marry Thoma?”



  Ayato looks at her. His voice comes quiet. “I already would have.”



  She waits for her question. It doesn’t come. Her brother’s face is stiff, set off toward a scroll mounted on the wall. He looks younger, still stalked by their father’s ghost in an estate that shouldn’t belong to them. Ayaka had a Lord Commissioner again that year. She barely had a brother. 



  “I think about asking sometimes, still,” Ayato tells her. His doors are closed. He stares out at them, like he’s waiting for a shadow. “I don’t think he should accept. I’m not home often. I’ve already kept him waiting for too long.”



  He laughs. An ugly, depreciating thing. It doesn’t sound like him. 



  “He loves you,” Ayaka says.



  There’s no surprise in his features. Just the same want.



  She tugs her armor off, and lays it neatly on a vacant corner of the desk. It only takes a moment longer to place herself beside her brother, and trace the engravings along the side of her desk. Ayaka’s name sits in sloppy cuts, close enough to her brother’s that their beginning and ending characters blur together. She leans against him. 



  “Are you tired?” Ayato asks. 



  “Is that your question?”



  Ayato sheds his own armor. He pulls his coat from his shoulders, draping over the two of their laps. They’re too old to be sleeping sitting up, in yesterdays’ clothes, and too young not to be. 



  “Sure,” Ayato says. 



  The stars aren’t visible yet. Day clings to the horizon too desperately. 



  “I’m tired,” Ayaka says. “But I don’t know how to stop. I don’t even know if I should.”


 


  Ayaka only awakens for a few minutes. Her head is flat against Ayato’s chest. The sky is black above them, and her brother’s voice is hushed. He’s not going to accept the proposal, he tells Thoma. Not this one, at least. She can’t make out Thoma’s face from her, not in the shadows.



  Sit with me, Ayato asks. Stay. 



  Their father didn’t believe in unconditional love. Thoma does. 
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