
in wake of the weight of the world

Author’s Note:
      I think Ayato’s protectiveness over Ayaka is something we should talk about more, especially in the climate they grew up in — so I wrote about it.

    


    
    Ayato finds out, like many other affairs, through the little actions and things Ayaka leaves behind. 

He notices, of course, like an elder brother always does. Ayaka daydreams a little more from her usual self over their breakfast table, staring out of the window with a look on her face he’s never seen before. Ayaka smiles behind her hand in the estate during the evening when she doesn’t notice his shadow behind her back, thinking no one is around. Her bladework is being polished exponentially, her swings carrying a different kind of purpose and drive from all the times she’s fought against his sword before.

Ayato sees it all but he doesn’t process them, doesn’t understand what they could be until he asks for spare ink from his sister, having run out of his while Thoma’s out running errands.

 

He’s in her room, rummaging through the well-arranged sheets of household finances and aesthetic arrangements on her table when a sheet floats onto the floor and under her drawer. Graciously, he bends his legs and reaches out to pick it up when his knuckles bump over hard edges slightly further inward. 

He sets the sheet under a paperweight before curiosity takes hold, crouching back down to pull it out. It’s a simple box. 

It’s hardly unexpected. It makes sense for people to have a box of secrets hidden away, even if Ayato himself never had this privilege. There’s an almost irrational sense of happiness in him, to know his little sister feels safe enough to have such a box of her own. And even though he knows it is mostly certainly not his right to look, his nosy self can’t resist a peek. 

He slides the box open and stares at its content. A small pile of torn paper strips stacked together catches his eye first. 


   Hey Ayaka! I heard that it’s gonna rain really heavily the next few days! Remember to bring an umbrella along with you, okay? 



   Did you like my speciality dango? I know you like sweet things and I also really enjoyed your sakura mochi too! Though anything from you has always been good, hehe~ 



   Ayaka! How about I tag along the next time you visit the old lady by the stream? I’ll be on my best behaviour; I won’t bring anything else but myself, pinky promise! 


And the like. He shuffles through them gently.  Someone’s been slipping Ayaka notes, and she’s been keeping them all.  Ayato can tell the quality of paper are those of easily available types used by the common folk, its texture substantially rougher than he’s used to feeling. 

The contents said may not be super important but the sentimentality behind them are, a physical proof of Ayaka’s memory. He arranges them back carefully.

There’s also a bracelet, made of glass beads and erratic knots. Iridescent and overtly colourful, with artistry exhibited by a subtle hand that makes it look uniquely crafted instead of careless, blind design. Something too bright to wear with her normal kimono, for sure.  Probably made by the same person who wrote all those notes.  

A reflection of light draws his attention. A flat, weighty stone lies in another corner, painted with a pair of goldfish on its surface — bright orange and yellows on simple grey. It almost looks like a child’s work, if not for the individual brush strokes of varnish on each and every glittering scale of the fishes caught by Ayato’s sharp eye.  Meticulous craftsmanship, artistic mastery and prowess, with clear affection and concern for his sister.  

There are other things. A couple of ribbons, some sweet wrappers, ornate embellishments and shiny rocks. There’s a name at the bottom of what looks to be a birthday letter. 


   Yours, 



              Yoimiya 


Yoimiya… Yoimiya Naganohara, the fireworks shop owner. That was her name.

Ayato comes to a realisation. This is a box full of things Ayaka has kept, a box full of things that have to do with Yoimiya.

Ayato thinks of the sparse few items he treasures, things he keeps under the pretence of being too troublesome to find and throw out. Thoma just nods idly every time he stumbles across one of them with a knowing smile on his face. It’s a collection of mundane, nondescript items — a feather from an eagle his father shot down, a chipped  shogi  piece from his mother’s favoured chess set, a pressed sakura flower bookmark from Ayaka during his twelfth birthday.

All inside the Yumemiru pen case Thoma gave him after the stormy night that brought his lover his vision, burning with loyalty and dedication. 

Ayato and Ayaka had always been too much alike in varying ways. Too much too similar, too much like family. 

Ayato slides back the lid shut and picks up the ink stick from the inkstone. He returns the box back to its place under Ayaka’s drawer. 

Ayaka didn’t have a chance to live the carefree teenage years that Ayato had aspired to establish on the cold night he received his vision, having picked up matters of the household and festival appearances too early for his liking. He had done his best for everything else, diverting all political and necessary work to himself while Ayaka addressed the needs of the public tirelessly.

Until now, he still does his utmost to elevate the burden of the Kamisato household on his younger sister’s shoulders onto his, to give her space to grow underneath the weight of their responsibilities. 

They are bonded by the same roof, the same expectations, the same losses and challenges. They don’t have to talk about it all for him to understand what she might be feeling.

All the people of Inazuma, their eyes on them; he knows what it’s like to live under that gaze. To weigh yourself and your duty on a scale, walking the fine line between living for others and living for yourself.

 

Footsteps echo from the hallway. Ayaka opens the sliding door and enters her room. Her face is relaxed and her hair damp from shower. 

“One of the papers flew under the drawer.” Ayato supplies. The ink stick sits in his hand like a shadow of the secrets he’s discovered. Ayaka’s eyes flicker to the side for a second too long before she smiles simply. 

“It’s alright, brother,” Ayaka responds, her voice level as she plucks the sheet from the glass paperweight. He wouldn’t have noticed these things if he weren’t looking out for them. Her back faces him as she sifts through the papers, his sister, all grown up. 

Ayato doesn’t like to speculate about others. He does not concern himself with private affairs as long as the results they deliver are favourable. He knows too well the feeling of being on the opposite end of these seemingly harmless assumptions, before he had time to process his grief and figure out his feelings for Thoma on his own terms.

But this is his little sister. His baby sister, the very one he had sworn to protect with his life.

He had never considered the idea of it even though all the signs were there. Blushing and avoiding the topic every time an official proposed a casual meet up with their sons, staring at kimono magazines models when she was a teenager. It makes Ayato ponder. When did she realise her avoidance and looking meant something else? When did she decide that the box had to be hidden under her drawer? Was she afraid of him or Thoma knowing, or the potential consequences that would come from knowing?

Ayaka’s back facing him is elegant and strong. His baby sister, trying to figure out herself alone without their parents. He wonders if their absence is a curse or a blessing in the light of this new information. 

He takes the ink stick with him as he leaves her room, closing the door behind him. 

He says nothing of the thoughts in his head. 

❆

Their weekend meal is silent and peaceful, enjoying their retainer’s fine culinary skills during a foggy afternoon. 

Until a page scuttles in, head bent in apology, bringing details for the upcoming Summer Festival. 

Ayato listens to the page speak without much attention, focusing on his warm miso soup until a sentence snaps him back into focus. 

“Lady Kamisato will be making her appearance throughout the Summer Festival to better build public trust in the Yashiro Commission through social interactions with the festival-goers.”

He looks towards his sister then. His baby sister, all grown up and independent, had faltered ever so imperceptibly. 

Ayato stares at the page that continues on about the rest of the details, eyes unseeing. His hands are empty but the phantom weight of the goldfish paperweight and ink stone press into his consciousness.

Things were too fast then, the process of him being thrown into the head of the household. He tried, he put in all his efforts but there, inevitably, were losses. Ayato had fulfilled most of the duties he was supposed to — going through the complex and strict training regimen to succeed the family name, dealing with the various Shogunate officers looking for weaknesses to exploit and tarnish the Kamisato name beyond repair, sheltering his sister from the insidious hands of politicians throughout the years. 

He’s the eldest son, the pillar of the Kamisato Clan. He has done everything right, with all his capability, to forge the path to secure the safety of his family and its future. 

But has he done enough for Ayaka? Has he made room for her under the heavy weight of people’s expectations and societal pressures? Has he done what he could to shield and protect her from what he knows is impending from personal experience? Especially now, when he holds her secret in his hand, one that is ruinous in the conservative mindset that most of their community still holds?

These thoughts wash like a tide in his mind, bringing in skeletons under the sea. All his insecurities, and all his failures. They stick like sea foam, the taste of tragedy in his throat as he finishes up the rest of lunch. 

 

“Ayaka,” he says as she arranges their cutlery neatly for the housekeeper to collect. “Can I talk to you?”

“Of course, brother,” she answers cordially, smoothing out the non-existent wrinkles on her skirt. Her eyes, cool and crystalline like the first fall of snow, stare back at him, waiting. 

“The public appearance at the Narukami Summer Festival. I’ll do it this year.”

Her head still tilts to the left when she smiles with her eyes closed, an echo of his older memories. He knows his face has softened, most vulnerable when left with his only living kin. “Brother, it was my wish to take over public appearances and cultural festivals.

Though I thank you for the offer, there is no need.” 

Ayato tries not to frown at his sister’s response. He understands her situation too acutely, her unconditional support in a bid to elevate his burden and do what little she can to help. A younger sibling’s wish to reach out and reciprocate in return. 

But as a brother, perhaps what she doesn’t understand fully is how far he’s willing to go to make way for her happiness; if carrying the whole weight of the world unto himself is what it takes for Ayaka to have those elusive moments of freedom of an ordinary girl, there is no choice in choosing. 

It is one of his few wishes as Ayato, as a brother who loves his sister. So, it’s never too late for him to guide her path, one where she will wear a  shiromuku  beside the love of her life.

 

“Ayaka.  Imouto.” That makes Ayaka look at him in surprise, eyes wide and startled.  Good, he has her attention.  “You have appeared at the Narukami Summer Festival for the past five years, and have yet to experience the festival for yourself without worrying about its planning and execution.”

For extra effect, he reaches over their dishes to take her hand, to hit her in all the spots that are weak against him. “Go and enjoy yourself with your friends, Ayaka. Won’t you let your brother do this for you?”

Ayaka’s bottom lip trembles.  So cruel.  He almost hears his mother’s voice.  Using your love against your sister. Torn between letting herself be happy and knowing the cost of other people’s time and effort that comes with her absence.

Perhaps as noble children, they both know this pain and tearing of conscience too well, of feeling guilty for chasing their own desires.

He never wants his little sister to feel this way over him. So he gives her a final push towards the aisle of eternal happiness. “There’s that fireworks store owner, right? You’ve been spending more time with her recently.”

Ayato watches with affection as his sister’s cheeks bloom like sakura petals, her fingers twitching under his palm as she looks away. “ Onii-san …”

He sees the moment where she knows he  knows. Her eyes snap to meet his, alarm and disbelief alighting her features.  Always hanging your heart on your sleeve, little sis.

“I’m…”

Patting the hand under his and standing up, he looks down at his sister with a smile. Her eyes are swirling with emotions like falling snow caught in winter’s fury. A flurry of too complicated feelings, just like all the thoughts he wishes he could convey. 


   I know, Ayaka, I do. I know how it’s like to lie in your futon and stare at the ceiling or walls, lips sealed shut against the world.



  How it’s like to hate yourself when you look for a second too long, the crippling fear that courses through your veins as you wonder if you were caught, if they knew.



  How it’s like to stifle this part of you, to be that perfect and pristine person in front of all those critical and admiring eyes.


But what he wants to say is too complex to be vocalised. So, he lets his actions speak in his stead and says these words that hopefully, can convey his thoughts. 

“I’ll graciously let her take your time this Summer Festival. After all, I trust your perception of people.”


   I trust you, Ayaka. 



   So go, and take hold of your happiness. You have my blessings, even if the world doesn’t give you theirs. 


His younger sister’s posture is unsteady as she stands up. “ Onii-san … Thank you.”

“You’re welcome, Ayaka.”

Despite Ayaka’s still face, the almost-silent pattering of feet as soon as the sliding door closes gives his little sister’s delight away. Like footsteps on fallen snow, each footfall he hears brings about ripples of comfort in his heart as he stands over their emptied dishes, in the room where their family once shared joyous moments together. 

He tips his head to the ceiling as he closes his eyes, a sudden exhaustion washing over his being. The tidal wave sits, an ache in the hollow of his chest.  Father, Mother. 

The silence echoes like a silent response to his infinite questions, present but unable to provide answers.


  I believe you would have wanted us to be happy, no matter who we choose to love. So I will be presumptuous, as I have been many times in your absence, and make this decision for our family. 


He hears the light clattering of the door sliding open. Ayato stands still, knowing the familiar touch that will press into his skin. “ Waka? ”

“Thoma.” There’s a comforting warmth that lies on his forearm before it leaves, presumably to clean up the dishes and wipe the table. “I did something good today.” 

His lover’s smile is knowing and affectionate as he opens his eyes to meet his retainer’s gaze. “I saw her just before she entered her room.

I’ve never seen her smile that brightly ever since she came back from the previous Summer Festival with Lumine.”

Ayato’s heart pulses, pulling in waves from the ocean. This round, there are only seashells left on the shore. Thoma’s silhouette, overcast on their dinner table and faded pasts, echoes something longing in his heart. 

“I’m glad. Thank you, Thoma.”  Thank you for staying, for staying beside Ayaka and the Kamisato Clan, for staying beside me. 

Thoma only smiles back, close-lipped and gentle. 

As he closes the door on their precious family memories, Ayato walks beside Thoma, determined to forge the path towards a new era of Inazuma’s eternal rule — in the name of his sister’s (and his) eternal happiness.

  
Author’s Note:happy (late) birthday, Ayato! the queer identity aspect is yet another personal experience, can you tell /hj

hope you enjoyed reading this as much as I enjoyed writing it <3 | twitter





