
1. Chapter 1

Author’s Note:
      	For Halifax.




    

      We are back with more wacky hijinks from these guys. Much thanks to Halifax for her awesome feedback as always. As a side note, I would advise finishing The Fox Trap first since this story refers back to that one quite a bit.

Random thoughts: My beta reader asked why don’t I just continue the previous story, which is a good question. I thought I’d answer here in case anyone else was wondering. 

The conflict of the prequel was about Yae falling in love unexpectedly. Since that was accomplished very soundly, it doesn’t make sense to me as a writer to add on more to a story that’s already finished and finished quite well. If I wanted to write more about these two and their wacky hijinks, I would be better off thematically with writing a brand new story. So, here’s a story about their wacky hijinks, and everything that comes with that :)

    


    
    Kitsune Saiguu invites both Yae and Ei to visit her a couple of weeks into the summer vacation.

Considering the amount of coursework that they’re slammed with, Yae answers that they’ll come in the last month of the semester when they actually have a break. The heat rises on campus, and they’re walking around in shorts and tank tops, which often tempts Yae to derail their study sessions into something else when she sees Ei in such light clothing.

Ei doesn’t change at all from their first time together. She’s still considerate and very kind, absentmindedly playing with Yae’s fingers or hair as she’s thinking about something or surprising her with a gift Yae doesn’t expect. And she still looks baffled when she does something so ridiculously sweet that Yae decides to let her cranked-up libido respond. Many times.

So, Ei gets laid a lot. Yae can vouch for that.

Not that she gets the implications of it all.

Their break rolls around, and they finally have some breathing room before the next semester starts—a rare few weeks to do whatever they want before the frantic pace of classes starting up again takes up their time. Yae reminds Ei of the promise to visit her aunt. Ei thinks about it for a moment before she nods. Something tight in Yae’s chest loosens, and she lets out a breath she didn’t realize she was holding.

They take a couple of days to lounge around the campus before packing up for a short stay at her aunt’s. Makoto promises Ei to explain the situation to their family, which Yae finds strange. Are the twins expected home right after their studies?

Ei merely shakes her head when pressed, changing the subject to ask what is appropriate to wear to Kitsune Saiguu’s house. Since they’re only staying for two nights, not much is needed, though Yae certainly would not say no to seeing Ei wear less. 

Ei rolls her eyes at Yae’s suggestions and says she’ll get Makoto to help instead. So, what if Makoto would not advise the smallest bikini possible while bordering the line of decency? Yae has good ideas too!

Ruffling Yae’s hair, Ei kisses her forehead while a smile spreads itself helplessly across Yae’s face. “I will see you tomorrow. I want your aunt to see me as a proper lady.”

Yae doesn’t know what she means, but Ei appeases her with a series of kisses so Yae lets her go. The next morning, Yae drives Ei back to her hometown along a stretch of highway near the coast. Using Ei’s car, of course.

Ei is looking out the passenger-side window, marvelling at the glitter of the sun upon the water while her fingers are intertwined with Yae’s, who drives with one hand. A little dangerous, perhaps, but very few cars are on the road at this hour so Yae will take the risk for the chance to hold Ei’s hand.

They make their way into a quiet place not too far from Inazuma City where the streets are small, the atmosphere is peaceful, and the people ambling about on happy walks with their families. Ei smiles at all of this, which relieves some of the nervousness building in Yae. This is the first time she’s ever…

She’ll tell Ei soon enough.

They arrive at a home along a quiet stretch of residential buildings in the suburbs. Saiguu’s place looks the same as any other on the block—wooden porch in front packed with comfy couches, benches, and stands; white picket fence that needs a bit of a touch-up, two-storey house with a balcony on the top floor. It looks so extraordinarily ordinary that Yae can see Ei staring up in confusion before alternating between examining it and glancing at Yae.

“Expecting something else?” Yae asks lightly, hand on the front gate, about to let herself in.

“I thought it would be more eccentric. You are quite a character, Miko.”

Her???

Yae turns around, about to retort when her aunt’s voice calls to them across the lawn. “You bastards, my sign says no solicitors—“ 

A woman with short hair the colour of snow rushes out, fist upraised and ready to be shaken. Her scowl drops when she sees Ei standing at the gate. She stares for a moment before she drifts towards her, coy smile unfurling across her face. “Hi, are you here to ask if I have accepted the kingdom of Barbatos? Here’s my pen. I’ll totally sign up if you walk me through it.”

Yae feels a vein throb at her temple, and it’s only been less than five minutes since she came back. She bristles at how her relative slides up to Ei. “Dear Aunt Saiguu, remember me? Your lovely niece—“

Saiguu waves her away, eyes on Ei. “Begone, thot.”

“I’m the thot?” Yae’s about to snarl when she feels Ei squeeze her hand, concerned gaze on her, and she instantly calms down. She takes a breath before starting again. “Aunt Saiguu, we’re dating. This is the someone I told you about, remember?”

“Dating, are you?” Saiguu peers upwards at Ei. “Maybe you could do better. Do you like older women, sweetheart?”

Ei frowns while Yae chokes on her rage. “Yes? I do have female friends who are—”

“Mmm…that’s not quite what I mean.” Saiguu winks. “But I’d be happy to teach you.” She circles around Ei, examining her from all angles and seeming to appreciate what she sees.

Coming to a stop, Kitsune Saiguu lifts Ei’s chin with her index finger and examines her with a sly smile. “What a pretty one. Cutie, I could show you what a night with a real woman is like.”

Ei looks confused. “Why? Is Miko a robot?”

Saiguu pauses, squinting. “Hmm…I’m going to guess that she had quite a challenge with you.” She thinks for a moment before snapping her fingers. “I know. You should meet my friend Ying’er. She’d love you. Or rather I’d love to watch her try you.”

Yae grabs Ei’s wrist rather possessively, and she feels instant regret when Saiguu’s eyebrow quirks at the gesture. “Could we come in, dear aunt? We’ve driven a long way to see you,” she says through gritted teeth.

She practically forces her way into the house with Ei in tow until Saiguu gets a hold of herself and ushers them into the living room. A few minutes later, she brews some tea and grabs some biscuits. 

Her aunt waves her hand. “Sorry about earlier. I have this thing where I get real stupid when I’m around a pretty lady at first. Runs in the family.”

Ei nods sagely. “I see.” She looks confused and pained when Yae kicks her leg under the table. “I mean, I haven’t noticed anything but your gracious welcome.” She rubs her calf while Yae sighs and resists slapping her own face with a hand in exasperation. “Thank you for hosting us for the weekend.”

“Okay, let’s try introductions again.” Yae gestures towards Ei. “This is my—“ She gives Saiguu a look, “— girlfriend. We’ve been dating since the spring.”

“A pleasure to meet you. I am Raiden Ei, but I prefer going by my first name.”

Saiguu nearly chokes on her drink. “Hold on, are you part of the Raiden clan?”

“Ah, yes.” Ei looks uncomfortable. “You know us.”

“Know you? Why, I’m something of a spiritual advisor to your head honchos—“

Yae snorts her tea. Coughing, she reaches for a napkin while covering her mouth. “You? Spiritual?”

“What? Like you’re any better? Last I heard, you said your major was in marketing, but with the way you were going, it seemed like you were determined to do a practicum in clinical sexology,” Saiguu huffs. “Anyway, back to what I was saying, Miss Raiden, it is a pleasure to formally meet you. I have been a long and loyal employee of your parents for years.”

Ei shakes her head. “Ei is just fine.”

Yae frowns. She glances at Ei. “Is your company really that big?”

Saiguu gives her a look. “Kid, you don’t even know what family your girl is from?”

Yae gives Ei a sidelong glance before shrugging. “It wasn’t relevant when we first met.” She turns away, not missing the slightly relieved and guilty look on Ei’s face. “Come now, dear aunt. Is that all you wanted to ask me?“

Saiguu begrudgingly asks about Yae’s academic performance before rushing in to find out more about whom she’s met and the mischief she’s caused in her club activities. Her aunt’s eyes glaze over when Ei relays all of the technical courses she’s taken as well as the specific details of how her battle bot activities work. At some point, Yae fakes a yawn and invites Ei to follow her into the kitchen to help make more tea so Saiguu could have a merciful reprieve. “I think talking about your other interests may be easier for my aunt to follow.”

“Maybe. Perhaps, I should ask about her instead.” Ei glances at the open doorway leading into the living room. “By the way, why does your aunt keep calling me ‘Cutie’?”

“Because she’s wildly inappropriate.” Yae grits her teeth.

“Oh. I guess it just runs in the family.”

Before Yae could comment, Saiguu pops her head into the kitchen. “Good, you two aren’t banging on the counters yet. I’m heading to the store. You kids need anything?”

Yae wonders how long of a grocery list she needs to give Saiguu in order to have enough time to fuck Ei’s brains out on her aunt’s precious kitchen counters. Ei smiles sweetly instead and asks for a bag of cookies while Yae begrudgingly asks for ingredients to make a tofu dish.

Saiguu leaves shortly after, and Ei is examining the kitchen with an almost child-like fascination. Her fingers run over the smooth otogi surface of the island counter, brushing over the various wooden utensils hanging from the racks on the wall. 

Yae feels strangely exposed, nervousness roiling in her stomach. She hugs it behind a massive red mug she finds in the cabinet—a gift she had given to Saiguu when Yae was ten and one that Saiguu had used often, judging by the faded white letters on its front. “So…” Yae keeps her voice deliberately casual. “What do you think so far?”

“It’s a lovely place. You can tell your aunt purposely cultivated a natural look to her place with all the plants and wooden furniture about.” Ei glances over and blinks. “Oh, but that’s not what you’re asking.”

“No, that’s good to know as well.” Yae places her mug on the counter, drawing a deep breath to settle herself, and Ei takes her hand, which immediately calms her. “What do you think of my aunt?”

“She’s quite the character. I like her though.” 

Yae’s shoulders relax. “Good. I’m glad to hear that. And the town?”

“I haven’t seen too much of it yet, but it looks quaint.” Ei gazes at her. “But why does my presence here make you so nervous?”

“It’s not you. It’s just—-” Yae sighs, “I grew up here. It’s strange to come back.”

“I didn’t know that.” Ei squeezes her fingers, and Yae can’t help the smile that spreads across her face. “Would you like to tell me about it?”

So, Yae shares some select stories—the time where their Liyuen neighbours were aghast at finding their flowers missing from their yards and Yae happened to find Saiguu bustling around the kitchen with fresh Silk Flowers in a blue vase. The time Saiguu volunteered to chaperon her junior prom and ended up getting banned from ever doing that again by the local PTA. The river running in the woods where Saiguu and her used to go fishing when Yae was five, and both of them would get eaten alive by mosquitoes. The bushes further back where they used to grab baskets of berries to make jam that would last the whole winter that they’d often gift to their neighbours on holidays.

Ei smiles throughout the whole thing. “That’s the most I’ve heard you speak about your past. You two are really fond of each other.” A slight furrow comes between her brows. “But you two don’t treat each other like other aunts and nieces I’ve seen.”

“Ah, that.” Yae glances down at her mug before looking back up. “I should tell you that Aunt Saiguu is technically—”

“I’m back!” Saiguu bursts into the kitchen, and Yae leaps away from Ei, glaring. “What? Did you forget that the grocery store is just around the corner?”

Evidently, she did. “Welcome back, dear aunt.”

Saiguu rolls her eyes. “Say, Cutie. I thought of a better idea. Wanna make those cookies fresh from scratch? I got the stuff right here.” She pulls out a recipe card from one of her many drawers. “And here’s the secret recipe here. Just follow this, and I’ll be right back. Gonna talk to my niece about something.”

She marches Yae out to the living room again, near the fireplace and out of Ei’s hearing. Seating them in the comfortable leather chairs, Saiguu studies Yae’s expression that she tries to keep neutral. “Spill. Who is this girl? How did you bag her? And why do you look like such a puppy dog whenever she’s around?”

“I do not—” Yae rubs her temples. “I told you that we were dating.”

Saiguu sits back, gesturing for Yae to go on. “Tell me the whole story. Your girl can handle the cooking.”

They find out shortly that Ei cannot.

The fire alarm goes off, and they burst into the kitchen with Saiguu swinging a fire extinguisher. “Dammit, I haven’t had a fire here since Yae’s 17th birthday!” 

They stop at the sight of the oven door open, black smoke trailing out while Ei kneels close by with a tray full of what should have been edible.

Ei glances up, looking destroyed. Over cookies. “I’m so sorry. I—“

Yae bustles forth and grabs the tray with oven kits before dumping the smoking and blackened ruins into the trash. “We can start over. No point in crying over burnt treats.”

Ei nods before she sighs. “I just thought I could do better this time.”

“It’s all right to ask for help.” Yae checks the ingredients and sees that they have enough to make another round. “I’ll assist this time.”

Saiguu carefully watches the scene, and Yae ignores her as she guides Ei back to the counter to restart the batch. She swats Ei’s hand away when the latter tries to add salt instead of sugar and turns down the oven temperature when Ei sets it too high. “As much as I enjoy molten desserts as the next person, I don’t think that’s what you’re aiming for.”

“I’m not. Thank you.” Ei sighs, crossing her arms. “This isn’t too bad though. The last time I tried to make something myself, there ended up being an electrical outage and a rather large fire that was unexpected. I got banned by the cooks from the kitchen. So did Makoto just in case.”

Saiguu and Yae exchange glances with Saiguu starting to steer Ei out of the kitchen. “Don’t worry. Yae can handle the rest. Say, I got a swell clock in my garage that you can look at in the meanwhile…”

Yae salvages the cookies, and they taste all right. She knocks on the door leading to the garage, announcing the successful baking. Everyone returns to the kitchen where Ei happily snacks on the treats. 

Her aunt is still glancing between them, looking as if she’s evaluating something unspoken. Yae swears that Saiguu waits until Yae is munching on a cookie to ask, “Say, Good-Looking. Did your family ever talk to you about sex?”

Yae chokes on her crumbs, downing a glass of milk while Ei nods. “Makoto once asked our parents about sexual relationships in high school, and she got treated to a two hour presentation with diagrams. I never did, and I think my parents were relieved.”

Yae would be too. Saiguu presses on. “So, you’d never…?”

“No, I looked it up and asked a few doctors when I had the chance. I understand it from a medical perspective.” Ei pauses. “And I suppose from a personal one now too.”

Yae cuts her off. “That’s too much info—“

“Tell me more. Is Yae doing a good job of satisfying you in bed? Or do you need the touch of someone more experienced?” Saiguu ducks the half-eaten cookie Yae hurls her way. “C’mon, Cutie. Spill.”

“Uh…I don’t know?” Ei’s brows scrunch up, and she looks adorably distressed. “Yes? Our friend Sara calls her—” 

“Do not tell her that!” Yae pauses. “Also, Sara and I are not friends.”

Saiguu quirks an eyebrow, clearly storing the information to interrogate Yae later. “Hmmm…how about you, Ei? How does she describe you?”

“Oh! Like a battery.” When Saiguu looks surprised, Ei adds, “Because she says I keep going and going—“

“Okay, that’s enough.” Yae slams her glass on the table, nearly sloshing her drink onto it. “This is not an appropriate topic to discuss.” 

Ei looks puzzled while Saiguu rolls her eyes. “Fine, uptight niece. We’ll change topics.” She leans in. “So, Cutie…” Saiguu sidelong glances at Yae. “What do you think about getting married and having kids?”

Yae scowls as Ei’s brows come together. “Don’t ask her about such outdated concepts. Nowadays, people don’t necessarily need to get married to show commitment to one another, and children can be such little snots—”

Ei answers, “I would like to get married and start a family.”

“—me too. I love kids.”

Saiguu snorts behind her cup of tea. “How come, Ei? Didn’t you hear Yae? Outdated concept.”

Yae shoots her a look so dirty that she hopes Saiguu feels filthy for years. Ei sits back and smiles. “The idea of marriage is relatively recent in the history of mankind, but people have always been wired for connection and community, which marriage fulfills on multiple levels. There is also a level of public accountability, which encourages the couple to take it more seriously when they know others have heard their commitment. 

“My parents have always said that marriage is about unity, which I think should be the underlying foundation of any partnership—romantic or otherwise. In that sense, I think a unified couple could weather a better chance in accomplishing significant goals than those without.” She scratches her cheek in embarrassment when Yae and Saiguu stare. “My sister used to practice her debates a lot with me.”

“No shame in that.” Saiguu nods in approval. “When were you thinking about kids then?”

Ei furrows her brows. “I suppose the correct answer is when we are emotionally mature enough and prepared to have them.”

“You’ll never be prepared enough. That’s just how it is.” Saiguu shrugs. 

“Oh. Then, within the optimal biological window for childbearing.”

“Better get to popping out them babies you love so much then, kid.” Her aunt winks, and Yae wants to hit her. “What kind of wedding you thinking, rich girl?”

And on and on as her aunt subtly interrogates Ei who doesn’t even notice. Yae is feeling from all the things she’s learning about Ei that she never thought to ask. Where she wanted to live after graduation, her plans, her long-term career aspirations…what kind of wedding she wanted.

Ei shrugs. “I don’t care about the extravagance. I would rather sign the marriage papers and be done with it.”

“Eloping with my baby niece? I can’t let you do that.” Saiguu leans in, winking. “Not when you could have me instead.”

Yae grabs her aunt and drags her into the living room. “Just a minute, Ei. Gotta chat about something quickly.”

When they’re out of earshot in the hallway, Yae whips around and hisses, “Can you stop flirting with her? She doesn’t pick up on it and seeing you continuing to try is giving me an ulcer.”

Saiguu studies her. “You’re really serious about this one. I’ve never seen you so upset over a girl.”

“Well, maybe you should stop trying to crawl into her pants then!”

“Nonsense! It’s a family tradition. You know that, Yae!” Saiguu tilts her head. “Plus, she is pretty hot. I can look. It’s not a crime.” At Yae’s expression, she relents, holding her hands up. “Fine. Sharing was never your thing anyway.”

“No, it wasn’t. And even if it was, it’s weird with you!”

Ei’s voice follows them down the hallway as she pokes her head out of the kitchen. “What are you guys talking about?”

“Nothing!” They both jump away. 

Saiguu spots a closet nearby and lights up. “Oh, I have an idea!” She opens the door and digs inside, coming out with a cardboard box. “Ei, wanna see Miko’s teenage poetry?” She rattles the box in her hand that Yae immediately tried to snatch. “Or this fanfiction she wrote when she was 12? How about some baby pictures? I have one of her as a toddler in the bathtub.”

“Yes, I would like to see that.” Ei takes the picture as Saiguu blocks Yae from reaching it. “Oh my gosh, look at you. You’re so cute.” She gasps as Saiguu gives her another one, leaning just out of Yae’s grasp. “Oh, and your hair afterwards. It’s so fluffy!”

Yae twists around her aunt and yanks the pictures and the box into her arms. “That’s enough! You can look at these—“ Yae mutters quickly, “—never. Anyway, Ei, want to see my room?”

Saiguu calls out after them as they ascend the stairs, “Feel free to bury or burn those! I have back-ups!”

Yae feels a vein in her temple throb. She recalls why she applied for post-secondary residency the moment she could and never looked back. She chucks the box aside into a spare storage room, marking it for burning later before guiding them to a door at the far end of the upstairs hallway. 

Yae takes a moment and swallows, opening the door to her room.

They step inside to a large bedroom with posters of various bands and movies on the wall, the large window beside the bed allowing a lot of natural light in. It looks clean and dustless, like Yae merely stepped back in time to the day she left for Inazuma City. 

Ei peers around curiously, going immediately for the bookshelf by the desk. “That is a lot of reading material.”

Yae nods, reaching out to fondly skim her fingers across the spines like she’s greeting old friends. “I was a pretty voracious reader when I was younger—light novels, traditional ones, non-fiction…anything I could get my hands on.”

Ei furrows her brows as she reads some of the titles. “‘I Died and was Reborned as a Hamster for 245 Days’?”

“That one brings up so many questions.” Yae crosses her arms, contemplative. “Apparently, in that one, becoming a hamster is a punishment for the cardinal sin of being a fashion designer. There’s even a romance between the hamster and his new owner, a fashion designer from a rival company. The hamster then goes on to become a fashion sensation.”

Ei looks absolutely baffled, and Yae laughs at her adorable expression. “Not literally. It’s just a silly story.”

“But why write something so bizarre?”

“For fun. People are always telling stories to themselves or others, and our imaginations are forever wandering. Yet, if you look at the epics and poems written in times past, you can see patterns of kind of stories that stay around: timeless love stories, tales of war and struggle, legends about kings and queens rising to the call when their nations are in trouble.” Yae smiles. “It’s all so fascinating what it says about the human psyche in general. That what we fundamentally yearn for doesn’t change no matter how advanced we get.” 

“I’ve never heard you speak so much on what you like.” When Yae opens her mouth to change the topic, Ei interrupts her. “I like it. I really do. I want to hear how you think, Miko. I find you fascinating.”

Yae feels her ears heat up, and she clears her throat, turning to the nearby desk. “In any case, I can show you the rest of my room.”

“Wait, is that a diary on your desk?”

“No.” Yae snatches up the book in question and tucks it under her arm. “Next section.” She leads Ei to her bed, a double-sized piece that felt so big when she was small and yet not enough now that she has Ei with her.

“This blanket feels nice.” Ei lies down on the bed, and the sight of her on Yae’s childhood duvet makes Yae feel oddly vulnerable. “Come here.”

Yae watches for a second before tucking her diary away in a drawer and curling up beside Ei. Immediately, Ei turns to her, pulling her close and running her fingers through Yae’s hair, and Yae melts right into her arms.

Humming, Ei presses kisses into Yae’s cheek that have her feeling like a flower turning toward the sun. Yae mutters, “Finally, some peace and quiet.”

“It’s not all bad. Your aunt’s pretty funny, and your room is pretty nice.” Ei frowns. “Though she clearly knows who I am, but you don’t. How come?”

Yae shifts, raising herself on one elbow. “Whoever your family is seems like a big topic for you. I wanted to wait for you to bring it up yourself instead of prying.” Not like she hasn’t stared at a search engine page on her laptop without great temptation though. “I respect your privacy, Ei. Sometimes, we just want to be ourselves without the family reputation hanging over us.”

Ei reaches for Yae, burying her face into Yae’s midsection. “You get it. I’m sorry I haven’t told you before…but I will soon.”

“Take your time.” Yae runs her fingers through Ei’s hair, heartbeat pounding. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“Thank you.” Ei takes her hand and kisses it affectionately, making Yae’s heart feel like it might explode out of her chest. “You always seem to know how to read me.”

“…you’re not the hardest person to decipher.” 

Ei scoffs, “Tell that to everyone else around me other than my friends and Makoto.” She sighs, rubbing her face. “Sorry, that just came out.” 

“You’re allowed to be frustrated and upset.” Yae strokes her cheek in a gesture so tender that if Saiguu saw it, Yae would deny it to her dying breath and beyond. “I wish you wouldn’t hold in so much.”

Bringing her brows together, Ei frowns. “It’s hard to articulate what I feel sometimes. It’s kind of just a vague mess at times.”

Yae hums. “Sort it out at your own pace. I have patience.” For her anyway. For everyone else that comes with her—not so much. “Hey, let’s talk about something else. Anything.”

Ei begins sharing her new upgrade ideas for her battle bots. Yae stops her with a finger gently pressed against her lips. “Almost anything.”

They talk about all sorts of random things as the sun starts to dip below the horizon, the pair of them moving close together the darker it gets. Sara’s and Kokomi’s relationship, Makoto’s proposed dorm arrangements, how Yae’s hobby on campus is going—everything and anything they chat about seems to click together smoothly like well-oiled pieces. Yae has never been able to communicate with someone as easily as she does with her, and based on the way Ei’s expression lights up whenever she talks to Yae, the feeling is mutual.

Sunset starts to darken into dusk. Ei looks beautiful on her bed in the fading sunlight—eyes lit up and expression dangerously fond. Yae pauses above her, like a fox coming across something strange and alluring, paw reaching out tentatively towards it. Ei’s eyes grow half-lidded, and she runs her fingers along Yae’s hips, reminding her of that girl she saw at that club all those nights ago. “Would it be wrong of me to say that you have one of the best figures I have ever seen?”

“Why would it—” Ei’s thumbs trail down the crests of her hip bones, and Yae loses her train of thought. “—uh…what are you doing?”

“Appreciating you.” Ei grins, eye teeth showing and eyes half-lidded. “You do like being…appreciated, don’t you, Miko?”

Wow. Where is this Ei coming from? “I think you’re stealing some of my lines.”

“Well…” Ei’s nose brushes against hers. “I like to learn from those more successful than me at their subjects.” Then, she breaks the mood by genuinely smiling. “I think I’m getting the hang of this flirting thing.”

“You dork,” Yae says affectionately and sits up from her bed, brushing invisible specks off of her skirt, voice calm as if she didn’t just consider making mad love to Ei on the spot moments earlier. “We should head down before my aunt thinks we’re defiling her precious house. She’d never let us live it down if she does.”

She takes Ei by the hand to lead her downstairs. Saiguu is out in the backyard, trying to light up a barbecue that looks like it hasn’t been used in ages.

“Hey, the useful one of you guys, give me a hand?” Saiguu grumbles, pointing at Ei when she stands on the porch looking confused. “Yes, you, Gorgeous. Get over here, and help me figure out how to get this thing going.”

Ei glances at Yae before heading down the stairs to stare at Saiguu’s set-up. 

Yae folds her arms and watches Ei furrow her brows and interact with her aunt as they work. She wouldn’t mind if Ei were to come back again and stay longer. Maybe forever.

Shaking her head, Yae pushes aside the wistful thinking and heads down to help her most favourite people in the world. Not that she’ll tell them that.

Later that evening, after they finally get the barbecue working and have eaten their fill, they sit in the backyard, staring up at the stars while Saiguu points out the various constellations and the stories behind them. Ei sneaks a hand under the table to hold Yae’s, and warmth blossoms in Yae’s chest as she studies how Ei asks Saiguu questions with such earnestness, the pretty profile that has her heartbeat rise every time Yae looks upon it. 

Saiguu seems to have noticed because at some point, she sighs and announces that she has prepared the guest bedroom for Ei to stay in, much to Yae’s protests. “Listen, If I wanted to see two idiots try to fuck each other under my roof, I would have hired two different contractors to work on my basement.”

She stands, shooing them both inside. “My house, my rules. You know that, Yae.”

And Yae knows how to perfectly break those rules.

If only Ei will play along.

“Really?” Yae follows Ei as she brings her luggage to the guest room. “You’re not letting me sneak in?”

“It would be disrespectful to your aunt’s hospitality to blatantly disobey her requests.” How noble and utterly frustrating. “That, and I want to leave a good impression.” Ei’s eyes flicker. “I hope I have so far.”

“You’re doing fine.” More than that if the way Saiguu eyes her is any indication. Yae is going to have another talk with her. “See you in the morning?”

Ei looks at her with such fondness that Yae never wants to leave. “Yes, I’ll see you soon.”

The goodnight kiss alone is almost worth the separation.

Almost.

  



2. Chapter 2

Summary for the Chapter:
            “You took your hot girlfriend to the gayest, thirstiest spot outside of The Alcor and The Jade Chamber.” Saiguu shrugs. “Dunno what you were expecting.”

          
Notes for the Chapter:Hi all, thank you so much for the encouragement in the comments and kudos. I haven’t had time to answer them all lately, but I will do that once I get a moment.

So, this chapter that originally was meant to be one turned into three. Luckily for us, the third one has been partially written and will come out soon. Much thanks to Halifax as always for her feedback and her support!

EDIT: Little bit of angst this chapter. Just enough to fuel character growth for the next one.




    
    Yae notices Saiguu watching them more closely. Not obviously. Just a glance out of the corner of her eye every now and then, but enough to let Yae know that her aunt is in evaluation mode and that she’ll definitely let Yae know her opinion by the end of it.

The next morning, Saiguu takes them to the beach, and Yae nearly fumbles her phone when Ei walks out of the changing shacks in a tasteful one-piece that reveals her entire back, including the maratama tattoo she has between her shoulder blades. Yae did not expect Ei to have a tattoo and there of all places. When asked about it, Ei just shrugged and said that Makoto has a matching one. Great, so now she can imagine both sisters having tattoos in places that make them seem hot…ter.

Meanwhile, Ei blushes hard at Yae’s white and red bikini, just as she intended. “You look…good.”

“I’d better. Wouldn’t want your eyes to go wandering now, do we?”

“How would my eyes go…?”

Right. Innuendos and idioms escape Ei. “Never mind.” Yae pats the spot beside her underneath the parasol. “Come sit.”

Ei brushes up against Yae’s arm as she finds a spot on the towel, stirring up desire underneath Yae’s skin. “Miko, you’re staring.”

Uh-huh. And? 

“Miko, you’re touching!”

AND?

“Not on the beach.” Ei brushes her hands away. “Honestly, I don’t know how you get worked up so quickly sometimes.”

Yae stiffens. “Really? You don’t see?” She stands, exhaling as she brushes sand off of her thighs. “I’ll grab us something from the concession stand.”

Ei catches her wrist as she steps away. “I hope I didn’t say anything to offend you. I’m sorry if I did.”

Yae softens. “It’s nothing. See you soon.”

She makes her way over to the white shack near the changing rooms. The ice cream worker at the stand straightens up when Yae approaches. “I haven’t seen you in a while,” she purrs. “I thought you’d call me when you got into town for fun, just like old times.”

Yae squints. The girl is pretty with long dark hair but no name comes to mind. Yae doesn’t recognize her, though she realizes that she might have a type. “I’m off the market now.”

The girl pouts before sighing. “That’s a shame. You were fun while it lasted. So, who’s the lucky woman?”

Yae points out Ei lounging on a blanket with a book on modern robotics—really, Ei?

“Wow.” The girl eyes Ei. “Is she looking for a second girlfriend?”

“No,” Yae answers sharply. She slaps her money down on the counter. “Two scoops of the sea salt vanilla please.”

She hands Yae the requested cups, and Yae makes her way back to Ei whose eyes light up. Handing her one of them, Yae seats herself next to her, wrapping an arm around Ei’s waist to make it clear to EVERYONE AROUND that Ei is taken.

Ei merely pats Yae’s cheek, commenting on how affectionate she is. Then, she actually tried to take Yae swimming. 

“C’mon, Miko. You’re barely in the water.” Ei points out the tide swirling around Yae’s thighs. “You’ll feel so much better when you’re over where I am.” 

No, she won’t. “I’m fine, Ei. If you want to go for a swim yourself, you’re free to do so.”

Ei looks over at Saiguu lounging nearby on the sand. “Miss Saiguu—“

“Nope. You’re on your own kid. You never know when a shark or something is going to eat you.” She shudders.

“…sharks that can eat you aren’t in shallow waters.”

A group of girls their age calls out beside them, “You can come swim with us!” They wink at Ei. “We’ll keep you company.”

Ei perks, going towards them when she’s yanked back by Yae. “Oh! You’re swimming!”

“You’re staying here with me and me only,” Yae hisses. “Don’t you even dare look at another woman.”

“…even your aunt?”

“Especially her. Wait.” Yae takes a breath or five before she speaks again, calmer now. “Ei, these women are flirting with you in the hopes of a sexual encounter sometime today. I would appreciate it if you do not encourage them in this behaviour by responding in such a way that suggests you reciprocate the intention.”

“Oh.” Ei’s eyes go wide. “Sorry, Miko. I didn’t realize that I was doing that.”

No shit. “Come here.”

Yae drags Ei back into shallower waters where they end up seeing if they can dig for clams under the white sand.

Ei examines a manila clam she’s accidentally uncovered. “This one is still tiny. We can put it back for it to grow up.” She buries it close to their feet. “I didn’t realize that you could gather shellfish here.”

“On several of the beaches around, yes. You need a license and to be wary of shellfish poisoning, but Aunt Saiguu and I have collected buckets of oysters and clams during the summers when I was growing up.” Yae looks up into the sky, growing wistful. “We would grill them in the backyard and invite our neighbours over. It was always a fun time.”

“You two have such fond memories together.” Ei smiles. “Your aunt is pretty nice.”

Yae scowls. “Yeah, when she’s not watching her Liyuen dramas.” She pitches her voice high. “‘No, Yun Jin! Don’t go back to him! He’s a man-skank!’” Scoffing, she adds, “She doesn’t even call the characters by their actual names.”

Ei laughs, “She’s as quirky as you are.”

As she is? “What do you mean?”

Ei starts listing off of her fingers. “You work so hard to be seductive and yet you read light novels about people turning into hamsters; you’re one track-minded when it comes to…certain things, but you’re also happy when it comes to simple hugs and touches of affection; you say you have a reputation of being known as a playgirl, but I have known you to be very sweet and loyal. You’re full of contradictions, Miko.”

Yae doesn’t have an answer to that. She chooses to respond by splashing Ei in the face.

Bad answer. 

Ten minutes later, Yae is soaked and sitting beside her aunt when Ei goes off for one last swim. Saiguu raises an eyebrow as Yae towels her hair off. “You got wet—and not the fun kind—for Ei. You hate that.” 

“I’m well aware of that.” Yae grits her teeth. “I didn’t think she would turn it into a water fight.” And be so relentless like a general approaching a trapped army. 

“Well, you can tell she had siblings growing up.” Saiguu laughs and covers her mouth with one hand, covering her grin. “This girl is something else for you, huh?”

Yae squints. “What do you mean?”

“Nothing.” Saiguu looks at the changing shack. “You should head over before there’s a line.”

Yae begrudgingly admits that her aunt has a point. Scooping up her bag with her toiletries and change of clothes, Yae trudges her way over to the women’s side of the white building where a row of shower stalls line one side. She picks the farthest booth, sighing in relief under the spray of hot water and rinsing out the sea water in her hair. 

She feels much better after showering and getting changed, walking with more of a pep in her step. Grabbing her stuff, she begins to exit when she hears the titters of girls clearly trying to flirt with someone and Ei’s voice responding.

What.

“I’m not sure how to respond to your interest, but I have a girlfriend and I am quite satisfied with her.”

“She doesn’t need to know,” one girl laughs, and Yae spins around, locking onto a couple of wannabe ho-bags hanging outside a stall. “A beautiful woman like you can’t be satisfied with just one.”

Yae clears her throat. “This one is enough.”

The girls freeze, shoulders going tense. They look over slowly, expressions terrified as if expecting to die on the spot.

How right they are.

“Oh, Miko! Can you come in and help me with this zipper?”

Yae steps past the girls, glancing at them and baring her teeth with a look in her eyes that has the ho-bags scattering out the door in a spread of skanks. Once they’re out of sight, Yae pushes aside the curtain and spots Ei legitimately having trouble with the zipper on the back of her dress.

Inhaling, Yae walks over and tugs it upwards, hearing Ei’s sigh of relief in turn. “Thank you for the help and for the rescue. I’ve never had so many aggressive advances.”

That’s because Ei hasn’t noticed before. “You are quite easy on the eyes, Ei.”

Yae hugs her from behind, noting the scent of sakura petals drifting from Ei’s hair. A sudden and intense desire to claim her and let everyone know that Ei is hers arises as Yae’s hands wander south.

Ei pulls away. “Miko!”

“Please, Ei. It’s been days. Last time I waited this long, I almost died.”

“No, you didn’t.” Ei pauses. “Unless the speed of your oegasm actually had a shortening effect on your lifespan.”

Can they please stop mentioning that?

Ei squeezes one of her hands. “If you behave, I’ll treat you.”

Yae perks. Now, they’re talking. “With?”

“Fried tofu.”

That’s…not what Yae is thinking, but she’ll accept it. Ei ushers her out of the stall to finish up, and Yae reluctantly waits outside the building where her aunt is texting someone. “So, the plan is to go eat. After that, we’ll hit up the newest nightclub in town with a friend of mine.”

“Who is it?” Yae pauses. “When did this place get a nightclub?”

“Just recently, courtesy of yours truly.” Saiguu gestures at herself. “Another brilliant investment if I say so myself.” She actually pats herself on the back. “Anyway, the friend is a surprise. Grab that cutie of yours, and let’s go already!”

She takes Ei and Yae to Yae’s favourite restaurant afterwards—a small place that specializes in fried tofu and all things tofu-related. Surprise, surprise.

“Huh.” Ei studies the menu. “There are hardly any spicy or pickled options on here.”

“Kid can’t stand them.” Saiguu jabs her thumb towards Yae. “And I’m not a fan either.”

Ei nods. “I’ll make sure not to order them in the future.”

“Are you all ready?” The young waitress arrives with a notepad, eyes on Ei. She scribbles down Yae’s and Saiguu’s requests while waiting for Ei to pick her meal. 

“Our most popular dish is this one.” The waitress leans forward and points to something on the menu, trailing her fingers along Ei’s shoulder. Ei does not notice. 

Yae does though. 

She slides over and bats the woman’s hand off, pulling a surprised Ei into a deep kiss. Conveniently forgetting that her aunt is there.

“So, while these two are sucking face, I would like to order number 16.”

Ei breaks the kiss. “Oh, number 41 for me!”

Yae closes her eyes, a headache growing at her temples. “The number 8, please.”

The waitress nods and scribbles down their order, deliberately not making any eye contact with Yae, which she’s more than fine with. Their server scurries away while Yae watches her sharply before noticing Saiguu observing her. When she meets her aunt’s gaze, Saiguu shrugs and turns to Ei. “We’re heading to a nightclub later. What kind of drinks do you like?”

“Oh, I don’t really drink…”

They chat for a bit before the food arrives, and they dig in. The conversational flow is quick and sharp, just the way Yae likes it.

“Miko told me you two used to go fishing when she was little.”

“Yeah, up by Nutsack Lake—“

“Aunt Saiguu, it’s called Nootsack Lake—“

“I know what I said!”

And so forth.

They finish everything with satisfied sighs at which point, Yae gets up to the washroom, and Ei joins her. Saiguu looks over with a sly smile, probably about to say something lewd so Yae drags Ei out of earshot before she could.

Yae goes first, considering there’s a single room for the ladies, and she brushes by Ei when she passes her on the way out. Ei smiles in return, and Yae strides away, pretending her ears aren’t burning and her heart rate isn’t rising from the brief encounter.

She comes back to see her aunt flirting with the waitress who smiles politely and gathers their dirty dishes. Once the waitress has left and Yae has sat back down, Saiguu instantly adopts a frown. “Hmm…for some reason, the ladies aren’t responding to me as they used to.”

Yae snorts, “Yeah, it’s called old age.”

“It’s called Shut-Your-Face.” Saiguu pulls out her credit card to pay for the bill. “Maybe if I was a dark-haired bombshell like your girl, I’d attract a lot of looks too.”

Yae gives her a warning look before her shoulders droop. “She’s…she is getting a lot of attention.”

Saiguu nods. “Tell you what: maybe this nightclub will take your mind off of things.”

After the bill gets paid, Saiguu takes them to a lounge and bar to meet her friend—a place that Yae’s aunt helped name called Electrograna. 

It’s a two-storey building close to what could be considered downtown, nestled on the edge of a popular beach. There’s apparently an event tonight in the bar side of the venue, and Saiguu gets them through to the front of the line, going first to grab them a nice table in the lounge.

The ticket seller looks at Ei and blushes, fumbling with the roll as he hands them over. “S-sorry, miss! You’re just so beautiful. I was wondering if…”

Ha, wrong tree. “She’s with me.” Yae curls one arm around Ei. “Nice try though.”

The dude looks embarrassed as heck and merely waves them through. The moment they walk in, Yae could see heads turning, and not all of their eyes are on her.

Ei shifts beside her. “Is it normal for people to stare so much here?”

“Just don’t pay attention to them. Oh, wait a second.” Yae turns Ei’s head with a finger on her chin, pressing a hungry and possessive kiss to her mouth. “Now, you can ignore them.”

Ei looks stunned when Yae pulls back. Everyone else who was staring earlier now averts their gaze when Yae looks at them. Good. Now, they know the extent of Yae’s claims.

Saiguu waves to them from the upstairs balcony, and they ascend a wrought-iron staircase with the panels light up beneath their feet. On the first floor is an open bar with huge sectional couches and low dark drink tables facing on another with plenty of room to dance between them. On the second floor are leather booths for dining with brightly lit pillars surrounding them. It gives everything a modern and new look.

Her aunt finds them a table near a massive window that stretches from floor to top, farther away from the music in a secluded corner of the club. They seat themselves across from her with Ei’s gaze going out the window to the beach below, the tide receding away from the sand. A couple of drinks are already on the table with a jug of water for Ei.

Yae eyes her aunt suspiciously, reaching for one of the brightly coloured cocktails. “This place is actually nice.”

“Gotta stay hip and trendy in my line of work.” Saiguu shrugs. “Recognize the music? It’s that young artist Beidou’s hit song: I Just Died in Your Thighs Tonight.”

Yae spits out her drink while Ei frowns. “How do you do that?”

Saiguu leans forward. “Well, if you wanted to find out—ow!” She rubs her shin where Yae kicked her hard under the table. “Sorry, force of habit. Never mind, Ei. It’s just a song title.”

She perks, spotting someone approaching and waving them over. “Hey, Ying’er! Over here!”

Yae freezes before groaning at the name as the woman in question sits down across from her. “Oh, Saiguu, who are these two lovely ladies in front of us?”

“Hey, this is my niece, remember? She finally grew up and bagged herself a respectable lady.” Saiguu straightens up, grinning. “I knew she could do it.”

Ying’er eyes Yae, hand on her chin. “Well, you certainly grew up well.”

Yae shifts uncomfortably. “Hello, Miss Ying’er.”

Ei glances between them. “How do you all know each other?”

“Oh, we had a fling.” Saiguu gestures to her and Ying’er.

“…she was my high school chemistry teacher.”

Ying’er smiles at Saiguu. “That was a very…productive PTA meeting we had when we first met. Very stimulating…discussion we had on my desk.”

“You mean at,” Ei says.

“I know what I said.” Ying’er winks.

Yae flags down a waitress to get a bottle of sake. She’s not drunk enough for this conversation. “Can we talk about anything else?”

Fifteen minutes later, Ei and Ying’er somehow get into a conversation about chemistry. And not the fun kind.

“…so, perfumes have a three-part structure, containing the head, heart, and base notes of a fragrance, and perfume-making requires the scientific approach of organic chemistry and the creativity to layer different fragrances. Fascinating!”

Ying’er claps her hands together. “My, I haven’t had such an attentive student in such a long while. There’s lots of things I could teach you if you’d like a more…private lesson.”

Yae raises her cup of sake as she watches. Poor, desperate, thirsty fool. Like Yae hasn’t tried that method five thousand times already. 

Ei’s eyes light up. “Oh! So, can you show me how to make a homemade lavender scent? I think my sister would like that one.”

Ying’er squints. “That wasn’t quite what I meant.”

Saiguu snorts, downing her own sake cup. “Welcome to the club.” She reaches over to Ying’er to pull her back. “MIght as well give up. This one’s taken, and you’re better off polishing your own doorknob tonight.”

Ei looks so baffled. “Why would anyone want to do that if they are not paid for it?”

“Well, darling,” Ying’er starts, “sometimes the best gifts in life are free.” She leans forward before stopping herself and shaking her head. “Sorry, habit.”

Saiguu gets up, wobbling slightly. “I think I drank too much,” she grunts. “Hey, Ei, can you help me grab some air?”

Ei jumps up to help, slinging Saiguu’s arm over her shoulder while Saiguu is muttering about spinning colours and her stomach not being quite what it used to be.

Saiguu turns back just before they hit the door for the outside patio. “Ying’er, keep my niece company for a bit. I’ll be right back.”

Ei escorts her through the door, and Yae can see through the dark glass that they sit down at a nearby wooden table.

Ying’er hums, bringing her drink to her lips. “I don’t know why she insists on calling you her niece when she’s—“

“I know. It’s just our little quirk.” 

Her former teacher looks at her, softening slightly. “And how are your studies going?”

Yae shrugs. “I’m doing well in my courses.”

“I’m glad to hear that. Which one are you enjoying the most?”

“Creativity in Business, actually.” Yae rubs her nape. It’s nice to be able to actually talk about her studies with someone knowledgeable unlike Saiguu who just checks to make sure Yae hasn’t failed anything. “The professor says I’m quite a natural with my innovative and quick-thinking approach to different situations.”

“I can certainly believe that. How about your club activities?”

“I’m involved, more or less.”

“Love?”

Yae glances out the glass door at Ei before she could stop herself. “…it’s fine.”

Ying’er sighs and spins her empty martini glass. “It’s so bizarre sometimes when I see my students grow up. In my head, I still see you all as the children you used to be. Now, here you are—venturing into puppy love. It’s enough to make a woman feel old.”

“…I’m too mature for puppy love.”

“Oh?” Ying’er’s eyes twinkle. “So, it’s just love, you would say?”

“I didn’t say that!”

“You didn’t need to.” Ying’er takes one of the untouched drinks on the table and raises it. “You picked a good woman, and you were an incredibly bright student in my class. You’re going to have an interesting future, Miko. I know it.”

Yae’s ears burn, and she nods. “…thanks, Miss Ying’er. You knew your stuff.” Which is more than Yae can say for some of the other teachers.

“You two reminiscing without us?” Saiguu’s voice sounds out as she and Ei venture back to the table. 

Ei helps Saiguu into the booth, and their server stops by, asking if Ei wanted anything more while slipping a hand onto Ei’s hip. Yae snaps. She bolts to her feet and snatches Ei away, dragging her to a fire exit while Saiguu and Ying’er give her incredulous looks. “Just need a moment alone.”

Yae barges out the back door with Ei in tow to a quiet porch with a staircase that comes out into the beach. Mercifully, there is no one around.

Ei looks around and smiles. “What are we doing here?” It drops when Yae looks at her, suddenly rapt and possessive, and Yae grabs her head, hauling her into a ferocious kiss. Ei does the same back, fingers wrapped in Yae’s hair.

Soon, Yae is pressing Ei up against the door, pawing at her like an animal as Ei responds just as fiercely, breaths short and rapid in the warm summer sun. There’s no one around, and Yae’s tugging off Ei’s long-sleeved shirt, trying to undo the clasp of her bra with one hand while answering Ei’s kisses when Ei suddenly pulls back.

“Wait…public,” Ei pants as Yae latches onto a pulse point. “Go back…to house…to—“ she moans when Yae gets impatient and sticks her hand under one of the cups. “—Miko…”

Someone thumps on the door they’re leaning on, “Why the hell is the fire exit blocked? This shit’s a safety hazard.” Their grumbles could be heard fading away, but the spell is broken. 

Ei’s eyes go wide, and she snatches her shirt back from Yae, yanking it back over her head. “I don’t—not usually—“ Ei stammers, nearly smacking herself with the door when she tries to go back inside. “—let’s head back.”

The door slams in her face, and, for a moment, Yae feels like an unwanted child all over again. She sighs, shaking away the feeling. She just wanted a moment of privacy to herself with Ei though trying to bang in public is probably not the best idea.

The door opens again, and this time her aunt steps out, eyebrow raised. “Hey, so your girl came running back in, looking distressed. Figured you just tried something stupid and could use a talk. Don’t worry about her though. Ying’er is distracting her with a lecture on the different evaporation rates of ‘scent compounds’.“ Saiguu rolls her eyes before jerking her head towards some nearby wooden seats.

Yae sighs and follows, plopping down beside Saiguu with her head in her hands. “I don’t know why I’m acting this way.”

“Raging jealousy and possessiveness?”

“…thanks. I couldn’t have figured that out myself.”

“No need to thank me. That’s what I do.” Saiguu takes a gulp from the beer bottle in her hand. “Seriously though, you’re starting to get a little crazy, and you know it.”

Yae throws up her hands. “Why is she attractive? How could anyone be so attractive that everyone within a fifty-mile radius hits on them?”

“I know. It’s pretty…electrifying how magnetizing your girl can be.” Saiguu has the gall to look proud of her puns. “But, seriously, why did she return with her shirt inside out?”

Yae relays the short, sordid tale. All five minutes of it.

Saiguu crosses her arms and sighs, “You spooked your girl by trying to bang in public. Good job. Guess who’s not getting laid tonight.”

“I’m trying to talk about my sex life, not yours.” 

Saiguu snorts. “I wasn’t the one who spent months trying to get her promised land, according to Ei.”

“She told you what? Ei has no sense of boundaries!”

Her aunt just gives her a look.

“Honestly, I don’t understand why you live in a place with such a high population of desperate, horny singles.”

“You took a hot girl to the gayest, thirstiest spot outside of The Alcor and The Jade Chamber.” Saiguu shrugs. “Dunno what you were expecting.”

“You recommended this place!”

“Did I?” Saiguu sips her beer. “Must have slipped my mind. Old age and all that.”

Yae could strangle her aunt with her bare hands if she wasn’t her only source of important life advice. “Why did you even take us here if you knew it would be worse?”

Saiguu squints at her. “To see how serious you and Ei were. That, and to get you back for the old age comment.”

Fair.

Yae looks away. “When she slammed the door on me, I felt…”

“Reminds you of the past, huh?” Saiguu exhales, looking out into the ocean. “Think you’re gonna have to tell her, kid.”

“I know.” Yae buries her face in her hands. “Do you think it’ll be okay?”

Saiguu hugs her from the side. “Yeah, you guys will be fine.” She turns and presses a rare kiss onto Yae’s forehead. “Why would she say no to a girl like you?”

  



3. Chapter 3

Summary for the Chapter:
            Yae finally has a talk with Ei to reveal where she has come from.

          
Notes for the Chapter:Head’s up: some angst followed by a (hopefully tasteful) M-rated scene and then fluff till the cows come home. Have a great weekend, everyone!

Thanks for Halifax as always for her feedback and reactions.




    
    That night, Saiguu allows Ei to sleep in Yae’s room, grumbling that she’s going to need to wear earplugs to sleep.

Yae can see that Ei doesn’t get it, which is expected.

They head back from the club early, just before midnight when even Ei seems to be flagging from carrying Saiguu’s and Ying’er’s drunk asses everywhere. Ei drops Ying’er off at her house after Yae scrolls through the teacher’s phone to find her address. Saiguu is singing old sea shanties for some reason by the time they haul her up the stairs and throw her in her bed.

Saiguu snorts in her sheets, rolling over. “Oh, hey, Ei. You can sleep with the kid if you want. You guys have some things you need to—“ She dozes off, already starting to snore.

Ei glances at her, perplexed, while Yae shakes her head and takes her hand, leading her next door. She hopes Ei won’t feel the sweat on her palm. “Wanna spend the night with me?”

“Sure, let me just get ready.”

Ei returns some time afterwards, dressed in her sleepwear just like Yae who waits on her bed, heartbeat pounding. “Wait, before we go to sleep, can we talk?”

“What about?” Ei sits beside her, taking her hand as if sensing Yae might need some comfort for the discussion. “Was it something I did?”

“No. Well, yes. I mean, how come you didn’t stop all those women from hanging on you?” At Ei’s confused expression, Yae sighs, “Women were flirting with you all day.”

“They were?” And that is the answer to Yae’s question. “Sorry, Miko. I’ll stop it next time if you point it out.” Ei studies her face. “It seems like this really bothered you.” She pauses. “And probably explains the making-out-at-the-club thing.”

Yae ignores the last part. She grits her teeth. “It’s like I’m the only one who gets jealous. I haven’t seen you do that at all.”

Ei blinks. “Why would I be? I’ve only seen you look at me.”

My, must be nice to be secure like her. “What if I want to flirt with other women?”

Ei’s eyebrows furrow together. “I don’t think I’d like that very much.” She gently takes her wrist, stroking her palm gently with her fingers, and Yae’s anger dissipates like the wind. “What’s going on, Miko? Why are you asking me this?”

Yae looks down. “Aunt Saiguu and I…did you have any questions about us?”

“…I don’t understand the logical sequence of this conversation, but, yes, I did.” Ei glances at her. “Why does Saiguu have baby pictures of you if she’s your aunt?”

Yae inhales. “Well, aunt is a relative term. She’s a distant kin of some sort who took me in when my parents gave me away, and she is technically my legal guardian. She’s…she’s been the only family I’ve known, more or less.”

Ei nearly loses her grip. She looks shocked. “Your parents didn’t want you?”

Yae shrugs, the familiar sting now a dull ache. “Too many kids, and they couldn’t support them all. I don’t blame them. Not any more.” She pulls away, clasping her hands together. “Aunt Saiguu used to come to visit her relatives around the island, and she even babysat me a couple of times. She took a real liking to me as you can clearly see.”

Ei still looks horrified. “How old were you?”

“Four or five. I don’t remember much, other than Aunt Saiguu coming to pick me up and promising me that we’ll be having fun at her place from now on.” Yae looks out the window. “I saw them a couple of times more when I got older. They came mostly just to ask Aunt Saiguu for money, and she would always send them away in a rage. They barely even looked at me the last time when I was twelve.” Yae closes her eyes. She had always wished they would though.

“How terrible.” Ei firms her jaw. She takes Yae’s hand, squeezing gently.

When she is silent for a long moment, Yae feels her stomach drop, Ei’s pending judgment more condemning than an executioner’s blade. She wonders when Ei also will let go of her, like her parents, and Yae is alone once more. “You don’t have to—“

Ei speaks slowly. “I don’t think there’s anything wrong with being adopted. Your aunt made the right choice in choosing you. You’re sweet. You’re kind. You’re funny, and you’re clever. You’re worth wanting around, and anyone with sense can see that. A person as great as you deserves a family who will appreciate her, and I think you do have one. If your parents didn’t want you, then I do.” Ei kisses her hand. “And I always will.”

“You can’t promise that,” Yae whispers. Her parents presumably wanted her at some point too.

Ei squeezes her hand, straightening up. She looks resolute, regal in the moonlight coming from outside. “I can, because I always keep my word.” She presses Yae’s hand to her mouth. “I want you in my life, Miko—as a lover, as a friend, as just you. I want you as a person, and I think you’re worth wanting.”

The words strike something deep inside Yae, and Yae feels something bright in her chest that’s warm and overflowing. Something cracked and broken that is starting to heal and mend, like fractures in a vase filling with gold.

She turns and places a long, slow kiss on a surprised Ei’s mouth, pressing a hand onto her chest. When Yae pulls away at last, she rubs her cheek against Ei’s, sighing. “I love you, you know that?”

“Actually, I didn’t.” Ei furrows her brows. “I think that was the first time you—“

Yae kisses her again, pushing her into the bed, suddenly needing to feel her, every part of her. Ei makes a surprised noise before returning it. “Wait, Miko. Your aunt is right there—“

Yae cuts her off with another kiss, wanting more. Demanding more. Her fingers trail down Ei’s belly and down the apex between her legs, making Ei jump hard enough to nearly hit the headboard. “Seriously! Your aunt!”

Yae whines. “Please, Ei. It’s my dream to bring my lover back to my childhood bed and make new memories in it with her.”

“No, your dream is to find an all-you-can-eat fried tofu bar and gorge yourself until you keel over.” Ei squints. “You told me this last week.”

“And?” Yae kisses her neck, feeling Ei’s breath hitch as she does so. “Why can’t I have more than one?”

When Ei hesitates, Yae adds, “Please. I…want you to have me. I need you to have me right now.” Yae feels exposed and raw even as she says that, more vulnerable than she’s ever been. She presses her hands to her face, hiding her expression. “I can’t describe why, but I want to give myself to you. If you don’t accept me, I might…”

Ei tilts her head, lips slightly parted, and Yae feels like her soul is practically being raked under her gaze. She’s never begged in bed before, but an unfamiliar neediness opens up in her like a chasm. A desire for Ei to want her and only her.

“Okay.” Ei sits up, bathed a beautiful silver in the moonlight, as she pulls off her top, revealing that she is wearing nothing underneath. She gathers her hair over her shoulder and leans in, mouthing along Yae’s jaw.

Yae’s eyes pop open, surprised at Ei’s boldness, but before she can comment, Ei’s already kissing her, stealing her tongue while her hands slide to grasp the bottom of Yae’s shirt.

Yae returns each kiss with a growing hunger and a relief so strong, it rattles her bones. She bites back a “thank you” since it would sound strange and confuse Ei.

Strands fall into her eyes as both she and Ei bring up a hand to sweep back their hair. She pulls back briefly for Ei to yank off the rest of her own clothing before diving back in, the urge to take and devour Ei to her heart’s content firing through her nerves.

Both of them are breathing raggedly. Yae’s starting to fumble with fine motor control, and her thoughts feel like they’re clouded with a dense fog. She looks at Ei whose pupils have blown to dark discs in her eyes. Yae’s entire body seems to throb with her heartbeat just by being near her.

“Ei, I—”

Ei looks Yae in the eyes and decisively slips her hand past the waistband of Yae’s shorts and between her legs, mimicking Yae just a few minutes ago.

Holy shit.

Ei cuts her off with a kiss before nipping at Yae’s ear, and Yae nearly jumps. “So sensitive.” Ei’s pace builds quickly as Yae feels her thighs tense. “But you like that, don’t you?”

Yae feels her eyes nearly roll back into her skull from pure pleasure. Don’t come right away again, don’t come, don’t come, don’t come—

Ei tilts her head, expression glowing beautifully in the moonlight as she slips her fingers into Yae, who manages to barely fight off the edge of a climax with a groan and a shudder. “Don’t you want me to claim you, Miko?”

Yae feels her hips jerk at the words. She opens her mouth to tell Ei to stop talking because she needs to concentrate on not coming, but all that comes out is a moan, which only prompts Ei to go harder. Faster. Relentlessly. Yae grabs the headboard, knuckles blanching on the rattling wood, and hoping to the gods that it’s been longer than ten seconds because she doesn’t think she’ll last much more.

Ei kisses down her throat, her collarbone, her chest. A kiss along her jaw before Ei licks down the shell of Yae’s ear. She bites down firmly on a sensitive spot.

Yae cracks. She gasps—a broken and stuttered sound—arching her back before collapsing bonelessly on top of Ei who stares in alarm, releasing her. Yae curls into her while Ei holds her like a fragile vase, and Yae nearly wants to laugh at how panicked she looks.

“Did I break you?” Ei checks her over, and Yae nestles her head in the crook of Ei’s neck. “Can that even happen?”

“I’m fine. I just feel like I died in your arms tonight.” She nuzzles against Ei’s throat. “Thank you…for—“

They hear a thump on the wall above the bed.

“Shut up! You kids fuck like rabbits! Some of us are trying to get some sleep here!”

Yae immediately jumps up and bangs back. “We had a mood going! Besides, do you know how many times I heard you—“

Ei pulls Yae’s fist down, looking flustered and red. “It’s okay. It’s her house. Let’s be good guests.” When Yae is still bristling, Ei whispers into her ear, “I have a couple of ideas of how we could still do what you want and keep quiet. Want to hear them?”

And Yae, ever so curious, nods slightly.

She wakes up the next morning alone in bed, very sore and very happy.

Gathering the sheets into her arms, she curls up into them, scenting Ei on the fabric and feeling her heartbeat raise in response. Hers, all hers. And she’s all Ei’s. Even wrapped in sheets that smell like her lover, Yae feels a little more whole than she did the night before, a little less fragile.

She buries her face in them for a few seconds before sighing and letting go. She really needs to shower and change the bedsheets and then figure out where her lovable idiot has gone.

By the time she makes it downstairs and into the kitchen, it’s already mid-morning. Saiguu salutes her with a raise of her coffee mug while reading at the kitchen island. “Well, kid, your girl couldn’t make eye contact this morning when we were eating breakfast.”

Knowing her aunt, Saiguu probably stared down Ei who was desperately just trying to eat her oatmeal. “Something, something, banged my own niece under my own roof and woke the crows and the dog next door. You should have seen how red she got.”

“Where is Ei?” Yae’s eyes dart around the empty kitchen as she grabs a yogourt from the fridge. “What hell did you send her to?“

“The one where she’s being useful.” Saiguu rolls her eyes. “She’s next door, with said dog, helping that Thoma kid fix his car to get to work. Poor thing rang the doorbell earlier, looking flustered and apologetic.” She passes Yae a bowl of berries from her side of the table. “Sweet kids, both of them. Especially Ei, even if she is fucking my niece.”

“You encouraged me to work it out!”

“Yeah. With WORDS.”

Yae rolls her eyes. “You really aren’t going to let this go.”

“Nope.” Saiguu looks up and smiles. “But I’m proud of you, kid. You seem so much better.”

Yae shifts, feeling slightly exposed. “How so?”

“You just seem more grounded. It’s a good look on you.” Saiguu’s expression turns serious. “But you haven’t done that before.”

“Oh, dear aunt, you clearly haven’t seen me on campus.”

“Not ho-bagging around. I mean, you’ve never brought a girl home to show around the neighborhood and bring to me. I mean, you look so damn happy when you’re with her. I don’t even think you’ve even realized it.” Saiguu squints at her. “So, you two—“

The front door opens, and Ei wanders in, wiping her hands with a dirty cloth rag. “We got it functional again, though I advised taking it to a mechanic the moment he had a chance.” She goes to wash her hands in the kitchen sink. “Looks like he needs to get the battery replaced.”

Once she finishes, Ei slips in beside Yae, and Yae can’t help but adore her profile, the way she furrows her brows in thought, how she gently bumps her shoulder against Yae as a manner of greeting. Saiguu must have noticed it too if the raised eyebrow she launches in Yae’s direction is any indication.

Saiguu glances between Ei and Yae before turning to the robotics student. “Say, Ei, I left a pile of photo albums that I thought you might be interested in on the living room floor. You could look at those while Miko and I finish our breakfast chat.”

“Sure.” Ei lights up. She turns, pressing a kiss against Yae’s cheeks as she leaves. Yae gazes after her as Ei leaves the room, and it’s only when Saiguu clears her throat that she remembers that there’s another person there.

“So…” Saiguu hums, ignoring what just happened. “By how your girl described what she did to you, I’m surprised you’re still walking.”

Yae did take a while to get feeling back in her legs once she woke up. “Why are you commenting?”

“Well…when I asked Cutie this morning what you guys were up to, she mentioned using a technique from one of my books—“

EI is still reading that? They are going to have a talk. Again.

“—and I ain’t sure how I feel hearing about one of my own used on you. Proud, I guess.” Saiguu sips her coffee. “And kind of disgusted.” She sighs, plunking down her cup and gesturing for Yae to follow her out to the backyard porch. “Gotta admit that she’s one of the most surprising things you brought home, including that round of pubic crabs you got from your first year trysts. But that did teach you a lesson about safe sex and getting regularly tested.”

“…can you please not mention that in front of Ei?”

Saiguu snorts. “She’s got you whipped and around her finger, and she barely had to do anything. You willingly give in to her. She could have you eating out of the palm of her hand. You have it bad, kid. Not that I would blame you.” She ruffles her hair, looking into the sky. “She adores you too. The real you, not the one you put up to keep people at a distance. Coming across someone like that is a once-in-a-lifetime chance.”

Yae crosses her arms. This conversation is getting too real for her comfort. “So, has she won your approval yet?

Saiguu takes out her pipe and casually polishes it. “Like I said, this girl is the best thing you brought home, and you know it. Don’t fuck that up.” She claps her niece on the shoulder. “That’s my sagely advice to you.”

“I knew that before.”

“And I knew from the look on your face the moment you walked in with her that this one is serious.” Saiguu sighs, “You’re already growing up so fast. It feels like yesterday that you were a child sleeping in my arms, and here you are now, about to start a life with the girl of your dreams.”

“…we’ve only met this year—“

“And you’re going to pretend that it doesn’t mean something? Ignore the fact that this is the only girl you’ve ever brought home?” Saiguu takes a deep inhale of her pipe. “Where does the time go?”

“Getting into the habit of reminiscing now, are we?”

“Shut up, you little shit. I’m trying to be serious.” Saiguu lets out a mouthful of smoke. “I’m growing to be an old maid. I’ve travelled the world, written a lot of books, made a ton of friends, banged countless hot people—“

“—I didn’t need to know that last part.”

Saiguu ignores her. “—and have been in many advisory positions of note. But none of that matters compared to raising a great kid like you.” She looks at her pipe longingly before knocking the ashes out. “So, live a great life, Miko. That can be my legacy to you.”

Yae feels something in her chest squeeze, recalling how many times her tiny hand searched out for Saiguu’s as a child. And how many times Saiguu had reached back. “I never called you so, but I always thought of you as my—”

“I know. I wouldn’t let you call me that cause what the hell do I know as an idiot 20-something-year old adopting a kid? But I couldn’t just leave you there when you looked so sad.” Saiguu tucks the pipe back into her pocket. “So, yeah, I understand. Don’t get too soft on me though. You still gotta keep up your rep with your girl, right?”

Yae straightens up. “You just don’t want to admit you’re tearing up.”

“You shut your face.” Saiguu wipes at her eyes with her sleeve. “Go back inside, and go bother that sweetheart of yours.”

Yae sniffs, brushing at her own eyes discreetly as she heads back to the living room where Ei is engrossed in the tower of photo albums stacked on the floor.

“This is amazing. Most people keep digital albums nowadays. It’s interesting to see photographs kept like this.” She turns a page, fascinated by a picture of an adolescent Yae curled up on a couch with a book, smiling shyly at the camera. “You were so cute, Miko.”

Ei pauses as Yae collapses into the couch. Closing the book in her hands, Ei makes her way over to sit next to her, pulling her into a hug as Yae sighs against her chest. “I don’t know why you seem upset, but I’ll stay here with you until you feel better.”

“I’m not. I just…need some time.”

“Take as much as you want. I’m not going anywhere.” Ei continues to stroke Yae’s hair, palm her cheeks gently, and press kisses against her forehead. Yae doesn’t know how she could love this girl more than she does right now. She feels like she could offer her heart in her hands to Ei, who would treasure it for all eternity.

…Saiguu’s right. This one is serious. What is Yae going to do once they graduate?

Well, that’s a problem for future Yae.

After some time, she collects herself and sits up, hearing her aunt bustle about in the kitchen and banging her kettle harder than usual. Ei points out the different photographs in the album that she really enjoyed—Yae sitting on the hood of Saiguu’s old truck when she was seven, grinning with missing front teeth; a birthday party at age 12 in the backyard with Saiguu accidentally starting a small fire in the background; Yae’s highschool graduation with her in a dark gown and cap.

Ei glances up. “You and your aunt look like a happy family.”

Yae smiles. “Yeah, she raised me well.”

They go through more photos before Saiguu loudly announces that lunch is ready, and they head to the kitchen for bowls of kitsune udon and tea. Through the sliding glass doors in the kitchen, they can see rain showering down on the porch and backyard, a sudden storm sweeping over the town. The sky is overcast, and rain comes down in sheets. Yet, Yae feels strangely relaxed, the thunder comforting.

After lunch, they stay inside, playing dusty board games from Saiguu’s collection—an activity that swirls a sense of nostalgia inside Yae’s chest as she looks down on the well-used pieces. Her fingers ghost over them, recalling countless times she had played these games with her aunt and their friends in her childhood. How Yae was so mad when she found out in high school that Uncle Urakusai let her win every single time. How Aunt Saiguu was—and still is—a very poor loser.

There are good memories in this house. As Yae looks upon Ei and Saiguu setting up the board for a round, she feels herself soften, knowing there are many more to create.

Yae and her aunt nearly strangle each other during Monopoly while Ei is perplexed at how they both accumulated so much property. Somehow, she missed the underhanded negotiations. Trivia goes the same way with Ei revealing she has an encyclopedic memory for all things mechanical and academic. The Game of Life ends up with Yae having so many kids, she couldn’t fit them on her car piece and Saiguu becoming president. Worst game ever.

Ei ends up laughing so hard, she snorts tea up her nose, and both Yae and Saiguu scramble to grab towels to wipe up the mess. Mid-afternoon arrives, and the rain stops. The girls have to return back to campus to prepare for the fall semester.

Saiguu and Ei pack away the games, chatting casually, with Saiguu bumping Ei’s shoulder affectionately, and Ei, of course, having no clue what it means.

Yae finishes making up her room and her bed while Ei hauls their luggage down the stairs. Closing the door, she pulls out her diary from her bedside drawer. She writes a short paragraph, unable to stop the smile growing across her face. Afterwards, she places the diary back and heads downstairs and out the front door.

Yae spots her aunt handing Ei a signed copy of her latest bestseller that Yae immediately tries to snatch away. “Read chapter eight first to get a better understanding of the book’s overall theory. Don’t skip ahead, because chapter twelve is all about advanced techniques in the bedroom, though the positions are going to require good core work—“

“We are leaving now,” Yae loudly announces, taking Ei by the hand and starting to lead her away. “Thank you for your hospitality, Aunt Saiguu.”

“No, wait. I actually have something meaningful to say.” Saiguu clears her throat. “Ei, I’m handing over my favourite niece to you. She’s very stubborn, proud, and stupid at times, but she’s got a very tender heart underneath it all. Treat her well, and love her always, even when she’s being unlovable. If you do, she’ll be loyal to you to the end of your days.”

Saiguu shakes her head. “I can tell you’re one of a kind, and Yae is lucky to have you. It’s a shame there isn’t more of you.” She thinks for a moment before she perks. “Unless you have a sister.”

“Actually—“

“We’ll be going now.” Yae hauls Ei out of Saiguu’s front yard. “Do not mention Makoto,” she hisses to Ei, who keeps glancing back like she wants to answer. “Not unless you want to find my aunt in your sister’s bed.”

“Why would—“

“I’ll explain in the car.”

Yae does not.

“I’m really curious about why your aunt wants to know if I have a sister.“

“Ask…Sara.”

“…okay.” Ei frowns, glancing out the window. After some thought, she carefully intertwines their fingers, rubbing circles on Yae’s palm with her thumb in that way that Yae loves. “Hey, have I told you that I love you back yet?”

Yae’s heartbeat stops for a second.

“No,” she squeezes back, “but feel free to start doing so.”

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          Saiguu arc is over, though she will be back. Next chapter will be from Ei’s POV.

        




4. Chapter 4

Summary for the Chapter:
            Ei reads yet another disastrous book to help her with her relationship with Yae.
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EDIT: This chapter was inspired by that one meme picture where a finger is pointing to a line in a book that said, “A woman may be fascinated by a piece of cheese.”




    
    Makoto looks incredulous when Ei returns and relays what happened at Kitsune Saiguu’s house. “This girl took you to her house and introduced you to her mother figure, and the implications escaped you.”

“It was a good vacation, and it was nice that Miko opened up.” Ei squints. “Why? Is it supposed to mean something?”

Makoto shakes her head. “Never change. Otherwise, Yae wouldn’t get her comeuppance.” She pauses. “Why does ‘Kitsune Saiguu’ sound familiar?”

“She’s the author of that book you gave me.”

“Oh! That thing was so quirky.” Makoto’s eyes light up. “What is the writer like in person?”

Ei opens her mouth before recalling Yae’s warning. She thinks about whether it applies to not letting Makoto know about Saiguu too.

…better ask Sara.

“Oh, you know. Very gracious in hosting us, outspoken.” Ei shrugs. “Middle-aged.”

“O…kay.” Makoto gives her an odd look before she sighs and continues packing a small suitcase in their dorm. “Anyway, you’re lucky I managed to convince Mom and Dad to let you off from visiting. You can just stay on campus where your girlfriend will ravage you like she’s trying to knock you up.”

“Trying to…?”

Makoto makes thrusting motions that Ei never wants to see from her sister again.

“…please stop.” Ei rubs her forehead. “All right, Miko does have quite an appetite for physical intimacy.”

She recalls a time where they were supposed to go for dinner shortly before visiting Yae’s aunt. Ei had finished her last class for the semester and was going to the cafe to meet Yae who was studying there. She arrived to see Yae looking annoyed as a skinny boy their age tried to ask her out.

The guy kept leaning over Yae, pestering her. “C’mon, just come with me for a second.”

Yae looked about ready to snap, so Ei decided to take care of it. She slammed the table between them, glaring at the startled man. “She said no.”

He glowered at her; Ei stared evenly back, calculating the amount of force she needed to break his ribs or a knee if necessary. The man must have sensed this wouldn’t go well for him because he ended up cursing at her and skulking away.

Ei watched as he disappeared around a building before turning to Yae. “Are you—“

Yae yanked her into a heated kiss. “That was so fucking hot,” she whispered as they pulled apart, Ei’s ears feeling like they’re on fire. “Let’s go back to your room.”

“But Makoto—“

“I’m kicking her out.”

They didn’t go to dinner that night.

At this point, Ei is convinced that Yae is so sexually responsive that Ei could sneeze from across the campus, and Yae would be turned on. Ei has never dated anyone before so she’s not sure if that level of desire is usual or not. Frankly, sometimes, it was a little exhausting to keep up.

“It would be nice if Miko’s libido slowed down just a little,” Ei mentions, coming out of her memories. “Just a bit.”

Makoto shrugs. “I don’t know what you were expecting. You are dating the former resident playgirl, now domesticated pet fox.”

Ei frowns. “Foxes can’t ever really be domesticated. They still have wild instincts.”

“Oh, good.” Makoto pushes a skirt into her full luggage. “I’m sure Yae’s ego will feel better after hearing that.” She stretches after she succeeds. “Y’know, I never thought Yae would be your type. Heck, I didn’t think you’d have one.”

Neither did Ei.

Dating Yae came as something of a shock to Ei who never expected to be with anyone. She came out of nowhere like a small fox who bit Ei on the heart. Still, Ei is unsure of what to do. She always figured that Makoto would be the one to settle down and have a family to continue their line while Ei was thinking of practically becoming a hermit. Yae threw a wrench into all of those plans.

What would her parents say?

Makoto sighs as she manages to zip the suitcase close. “You sure you’ll be fine without me?”

Ei waves off her concern, shaking her head. “You’ll only be gone a few days. What could happen?”

Itto approaches her the next day about writing a foreword for his new book.

“No.” Followed by, “How do you keep finding me?”

“Wait, wait, wait! You haven’t even read the blurb yet for the summary! Gorou and I spent ages trying to figure it out.”

Ei cranks up the speed on the treadmill and, for some reason, Itto follows suit. “I’m not interested in writing anything.” Or having her name attached to this project.

“But you’re, like, the smartest person I know!” Not that there’s much competition. “And smart people write good words, right?”

Ei glances over at Itto’s running time, wondering when he’s going to gas out.

“Please? C’mon, they call you the Fox Whisperer all over campus.”

Ei turns off her treadmill and comes to a stop. “They call me what?”

“Ha, knew that would catch your attention!” Itto leaps off his machine, pressing the manuscript into her hands. “Just give it a read and let me know your thoughts? Pretty please with cherries on top?” He snaps his fingers. “I know! I’ll wash your car for you. I’ll do it right now!”

“You leave it alone.” Ei once watched him accidentally snap off the side mirror of someone’s car because he leaned too hard on it. “Look, I’ll skim it. Then, you’ll leave me be.”

“Yes!” Itto does a fist-pump. “That works with me! Thanks, best buddy! You rock!”

He shoves a reasonably-sized stack of paper into Ei’s arms, the title written in Gorou’s penmanship because there is no way Itto could write so neatly. “I’ll hit you up in a couple of days to see what you think!” He nearly bounds out the gym doors. “Bye, bestie!”

Ei stares after him, baffled, before she shakes her head and goes to finish her workout. She heads back to her dorm to shower, leaving the draft to sit on her desk until the next day when she’s almost out the door. Grabbing it so she can be done as soon as possible, she heads to the nearby cafe to read through it while waiting for a friend to arrive.

She sits herself at one of the outside tables and starts skimming through the pages. The ideas are clearly Itto’s, though the sincere writing style seems to belong to Gorou. That probably explains the five different apologies she’s already counted in the first three pages.

Some of the tips are so bad that Ei genuinely wonders if they work. She reads aloud, “In an emergency, a woman may be distracted with a piece of cheese.” She wrinkles her nose. “Seriously?”

It goes on to talk about other things like putting a picture of your crush under your pillow to experience amazing things in three days, hanging her shoe over your bed to make her love you, and goading your loved ones’ mother and father to make her come to your power.

If Ei doesn’t know any better, she’d say that the book almost sounds like some kind of ritual. But how could Itto could up with that?

She’s flipping through the draft and making notes with a red pen when she hears someone calling to her. Glancing up, she spots Kokomi waving as she approaches.

“Ei! Do you want to go to the picnic together?” She stops an arm’s length away. When pressed why, Kokomi hesitates. “Yae said not to get within three feet of you.”

“But what if I was choking?”

“Then, I would be very sad from three feet away.” Kokomi smiles. “I’m kidding. Of course, I would save you.” The smile slowly fades. “Even if it costs me my life.”

…Ei’s going to have to ask Yae to leave Kokomi alone.

“Oh, I just need to grab some cookies for the picnic. Can you wait out here for a moment?” Kokomi ducks into the cafe, getting into the line as Ei tucks the manuscript back into her bag.

A girl comes up to Ei as she finishes. “Fox Whisperer, you need to help me.” Before Ei can ask about the nickname, she barrels on. “I’ve been single for years, and it’s unbearable. I don’t know how to talk to people.”

The young student takes out a picture of Yae and stares at it. “Now that you’re dating her, everyone thinks you’re cool—“ Ei wasn’t before? “—so how did you bag someone like her?”

Ei did very little if she recalls correctly, but, apparently, dating Yae is some sort of status symbol? “…I missed the cues that we were dating for two months.”

The girl pulls out a notepad and starts writing. “Go on.”

Kokomi breaks into the conversation, having just exited the cafe. “Sorry, but we’re running late.” She grabs Ei’s wrist and pulls her along. “Good luck with your dating life!”

She drags Ei along until they reach a grassy knoll where Ei can spot Sara laying down a picnic blanket while bickering with Yae. Kokomi drops Ei’s wrist immediately upon arrival, looking contrite. “Sorry. Please don’t tell Yae.”

…Ei is starting to think that her girlfriend might be a little possessive.

“Anyway, we should hurry along,” Kokomi gestures for her to follow. “The others are just up ahead.”

They make their way to the top of the knoll just as Sara looks ready to concuss Yae with the picnic basket. “Good. You’re here.” Sara inhales through gritted teeth. “Yae and I just finished setting up.”

Yae crosses her arms. “Really, whose idea was it to have Sara and I work with each other?”

…Ei thought it was a good one. “Both of you did well in getting everything ready.”

Kokomi takes Sara’s arm, and the pair of them settle on the red-and-white checkered cloth with only a few grumbles from Sara. Ei turns, only to lean back as Yae presses right into her with a kiss.

“Hi,” Yae exhales, voice already a little rough.

“Archons, I’m trying to eat here.” Sara puts down her cucumber sandwich in disgust.

Ei clears her throat, cheeks heating up. “We should…we should join them.”

They seat themselves beside the other pair, and Kokomi glances around before clapping her hands together. “Thank you for humouring me. I thought it would be nice to have a picnic together before the semester starts.”

Yae and Sara are busy baring their teeth at each other, so Ei tries to continue the conversation. “What are you taking, Kokomi?”

“Mostly history courses, but I’m excited to learn about the military history course I managed to get a seat in.” Kokomi sidelong glances at the other two, changing tactics when it seems like the topic isn’t getting their attention. “The Abyss Mages are touring here next week with their new hit single ‘Gang Gang Woo.’ Do any of you want to go?”

“No,” Yae answers immediately. “We hate them, right, Ei?”

“Actually, the EDM song structure is quite standard, but the melodic motifs they weaved in for the build up lends to their famous drop and catchphrase. That catapulted them to the top of the—“

“Right, so we hate them,” Yae continues on.

“Makoto is a big fan, and I, myself—“ Ei glances at Yae’s expression. “—I mean, I…uh…am not a fan either.” Quietly, she mutters to Kokomi that Makoto might go while the other girl nods rapidly.

Sara changes topics by asking when people plan to go buy their textbooks, the conversation goes on relatively smoothly from there. Ei catches Yae looking off to the side with a dreamy look, and she smiles at the sight. Yae must be reliving a fond memory.

“What are you thinking about?” Ei asks when Kokomi and Sara shift away to peer at the tree close to them.

Yae turns, lips brushing against Ei’s ear. “Taking you in a way that has you making the most filthy moans, loud enough to wake Sara across campus—“

Yeah, Yae could do with a reduction in her libido.

Ei leans back, cheeks red. “Not now, Miko.”

Yae just winks as Sara and Kokomi return, announcing they were going to head off and go for a walk together. They take Sara’s picnic blanket and basket, waving as they leave while Ei and Yae tidy up the remaining food plates.

Yae wrinkles her nose. “This cheese is disgustingly strong. Sara must have picked it. Based on her clothing, she has no sense of taste, so I imagine she has no sense of smell either.”

“Leave her alone.” Ei swats Yae on the shoulder. “What did she ever do to you anyway?”

Yae takes in a large breath to explain, and Ei glances down at the food plate in her hand, getting a sudden burst of inspiration.

She quickly places a piece of cheese on Yae’s palm and watches her stare at it, looking baffled.

“What—“

“Sorry, gotta go!” Ei takes off. Once she’s some distance away with Yae’s shouting having faded, she notes in Itto’s manuscript that this tip does work.

“Successful distraction,” she mutters as she finishes writing her thoughts. She wonders if any of his other suggestions do. Her reputation as an upcoming researcher depends on finding out the truth.

She texts Yae, apologizing for her behaviour and saying that she simply had…bathroom emergencies. Yae quickly drops the subject after that. Still, Yae gives her a weird look when they meet up again and isn’t so handsy this time, so maybe there is something in Itto’s book that will help Ei with her own problem.

She follows the next suggestion.

The next day, Yae frowns as she looks over the rack below her coats in her dorm. “Have you seen my shoe?”

Yes. It’s hanging from one of the coat hooks over Ei’s bed. “Not at all.”

Yae’s brows furrow, and she glances sidelong at her. “I see…must have misplaced it then.” Sighing, she rises, scrubbing at her face. “Such a bother to go find it.”

Yae leaves her alone as she overturns the room looking for the shoe, and Ei wonders what would happen if she increases the intensity of the suggestion. So she does.

“I bet it’s my RA,” Yae snarls the next day, glaring down at her collection of shoes, which are all missing the left pair. “I’ll kill her.”

As Yae storms off, Ei excuses herself out, making notes on Itto’s drafts as she goes down to the next item. She’s lucky that her bag apparently is so spacious and that she managed to pay someone to get a copy of Yae’s key though the dishonesty of the whole thing is starting to wear on her.

She consoles herself by saying it’s for science and moves on.

The next step requires goading the woman’s mother or father. Ei’s not sure how annoying a parental figure would help, but she is curious as to what would happen. Ei decides to do it by phone. But not her own.

She asks Kokomi to borrow her cell when she bumps into her at the Student Union Building. “Could I please borrow your phone? I need to call Makoto, and I left mine in my room.”

“Sure.” Kokomi hands over her phone, eyes glued onto the pages of a book on agricultural science. “Just give it back when you’re done?”

Ei nods, thanking her. She hurries away to a secluded corner where Kokomi can’t overhear before dialing the number Saiguu gave her, sweat beading down her back at what she is about to do. “Hello?” She pitches her voice low, rough. “Is there an Oliver there? Last name Klozoff?”

“Who the hell are you, and how did you get this number?”

“Just someone looking for their friends. So, you don’t have Oliver Klozoff over there?”

“Nope.”

“How about Hugh Jass?”

“Why would I know a Hugh Jass?”

“How about Amanda Huginkiss?”

“Where the heck would I find Amanda Huginkiss? Wait.” Saiguu pauses, reflecting on what she said aloud. “Oh my gods, listen here, you little shit. I am too old for this—“

Ei hangs up. She hands Kokomi’s phone over, turning it off. “Your battery was running low.”

She darts away quickly, hoping Kokomi doesn’t notice as she moves onto the next step.

Another tip to get a woman’s attention is to mix salt, flour, and cheese, and leave the mixture in her room. That way, she will not have rest until she finds you.

Ei isn’t sure how that would work, but she puts the salted and floured cheese balls on a plate when Yae leaves Ei in her dorm as the former is going to the washroom.

She writes a note and slips out, documenting the steps she has taken so far and what results she hopes to observe. She does a double-take at the page after examining it more thoroughly, the clues clicking together. “Wait, this is either a spell or an incantation.”

When Ei confronts Itto about it at the gym, he shrugs. “I dunno. I copied it out of an old library tome. Thought it would give it more weight, y’know. Ooh, did you get to the section about reading your fortune in cheese yet?”

She feels a vein throb in her temple. “That’s plagiarism!”

“Of a terrible book, yes. Now, the cheese section—okay, okay! I’ll cite it as a reference. Better?”

Itto grumbles as he agrees to revise the manuscript’s ideas and suggestions. It helps that Ei used a joint lock on him until he cries mercy.

…and then he eagerly asks her to teach him how to do it himself.

After she leaves, Ei notices she has several missed calls from Yae and a series of texts that seem to get increasingly angrier. Deciding to let Yae cool down, Ei texts Sara, asking if she can stay in her own dorm for a while.

Yae does not calm down.

Ei watches from inside Sara’s room as Yae prowls around her dorm across the street, fists clenched at her sides. “What is the likelihood that if I try to talk to her now, it will end badly?”

“100% chance of you getting murdered by the looks of it.”

Ah.

Ei will come down later then.

Sara rubs her forehead, eyes closed. “I am almost afraid to ask, but what did you do?”

Ei gives her Itto’s draft. Sara reads it for about five minutes before putting the stack down. “For gods’ sakes, why?”

“Why what?”

“Why did you follow this catastrophe of text?”

“I…was curious to see if any of this would work, and if it did—” Ei ducks her head. “—then maybe there is something I can do to slow Miko down. Just a bit.”

“Ei, I know it’s hard for you because your brain isn’t wired that way, but if you want to stay in a relationship with…that thing, you need to start seeing situations from her point of view. How do you think she feels being experimented on?”

Murderous, by the expression on her face. “I didn’t—” Ei sighs, “You’re right. I didn’t think of it from her point of view. I wouldn’t like that either.” She pauses. “But seriously, how would you get Miko to decrease her sexual appetite?”

“Urgh, you talk to her. Do not mention that woman’s name and the word ‘sex’ in the same sentence again.”

Sara kicks her out shortly afterwards, and Yae finds her. It’s hard to escape when she waits in front of Ei’s dorm.

“So, coming back home, are we?” Yae bares her teeth and not in a smile like Ei is used to.

“…do you want to come up so we can discuss the stupid thing I did?”

“With pleasure.”

Ei feels a malevolent energy at her back as Yae follows her, and she wonders if it’s a bit much to jump out her window to escape the confrontation. When they get into her dorm, Yae crosses the threshold and takes Makoto’s chair, tilting her head with a smile that almost looks plastered on. “Now…” Her voice is carefully light. “…will you tell me why you took my shoes and left a plate of horrifically-smelling cheese balls in my room?”

“How did you know?”

“Please, Ei. I wasn’t born stupid. Also, Kokomi came to me, asking why my aunt was threatening to kick her ass over the phone. Once she explained what happened, I simply put two-and-two together.” She thinks for a moment. “And give me that key you made.”

Ei sighs and hands it over. She shows her Itto’s draft, elaborating on the contents and why she chose to follow them.

Yae inhales through her nose and rubs at her temples. “Why did I pick this twin?”

…Ei doesn’t know either. “I’m sorry.”

Yae scowls, standing up. “Why do you NEVER talk to me about the terrible books you read?”

Ei feels ‘Because I keep forgetting’ is an answer that may result in her waking up in a ditch somewhere later, so she says, “You’re right. I’m sorry. It just didn’t occur to me to do so.” She scratches her head, looking at her feet. “I’m so used to being alone that I forget that other people who aren’t Makoto want to be a part of my life. I’m not used to communicating what I need to them.” She pauses, voice slightly timid. “I need your patience as I’m learning to do so. Please.”

Yae softens. Just a bit. She still looks like she’d hurl Ei into the ocean if she could. “You owe me big time to make up for this.”

“…okay.”

“And stop reading that manuscript.”

Ei nods. “I have enough material to write the requested foreword.”

“Good.” Yae examines her face, suddenly looking more tentative. “Also…is there something wrong with my expression of attraction towards you?”

“Ah, it’s just a bit much. I’m not used to…” Ei mimics Makoto’s thrusting earlier, and Yae stares. “Yeah, that was my reaction too.” Clearing her throat, she continues, “I’m not so physically driven towards sex as some of my peers. I know that it’s unusual, and people may find it strange—”

“Stop.” Yae places a finger on Ei’s lips. “You are fine the way you are. It’s perfectly normal for people to have differing levels of desires. Libidos are rarely created equal.” She leans on her back foot, crossing her arms in thought. “It just means we’re going to have to do some experimentation, collaboration, and working together to figure out a balance that works with us.”

“…you’re taking this really well.”

“Please, like I haven’t been talking about sex and sex education, however reluctantly, with my aunt since I was thirteen.” Yae shudders, recalling a memory before she shakes it out. “Anyway, again, Ei. It’s not a big deal. You know you can come to me when you want to talk, especially about us, right?”

Ei might be starting to get the hang of it. “Yes.” She glances at Makoto’s bed before she looks back at Yae. “Actually, I should tell you something. My parents—”

The door flies open. Makoto barrels in, dragging her luggage behind her. “What a trip.” At Yae’s and Ei’s looks, she pauses. “What? What did I miss?”

“Ah, I was just about to talk about Mom and Dad—”

Makoto snaps her fingers. “Oh, right. I mentioned Yae, and they wanted to meet her. They’ll pick us all up tomorrow.” At Ei’s panicked expression, she shrugs guiltily. “You know I can’t lie to Mom.”

Ei clears her throat as she turns towards Yae. “Oh, so you’ll get to meet them soon.”

Yae studies her before stepping in to squeeze Ei’s hand. “Relax. I’m sure it won’t be that bad.”

Ei isn’t sure about that.

Later that night when Makoto settles in and Yae returns to her own dorm, Ei texts Itto her thoughts on his manuscript: “I cannot condone this piece of work as advisable, wise, or even sensible. Following this advice will bring disaster upon everyone you know and love. It is stupid, senseless, and has a strange obsession with cheese. However, I can attest that it has brought me closer together with my loved one, and its fortune-telling properties with dairy are oddly accurate.”

Itto instantly messages her back. “Thanks, best buddy! I’ll take it!” Another text. “But, dang, where am I gonna find an editor?”

Ei thinks for a moment before sending over a certain number.

Maybe Saiguu might have more feedback for his book.
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    The car arrives the next day in front of the twins’ dorm—a dark, nondescript mini-SUV filled with their mother’s gadgets.

Yae stares at the front wheel turning by itself as the car carries them away. “Is this thing self-driving?”

Ei quickly types a message to her mother on the glass screen separating them from the front seat. “Yeah, Mom found that it makes significantly less errors than human drivers so all of our cars have the program. You can also manually drive it too if you want.”

Yae shakes her head. “As long as it doesn’t crash into anything, I’m fine.” She leans back, taking Ei’s hand. “Now, tell me about your parents.”

Ei goes over the biggest accomplishments she can recall while Makoto fills in the rest. Yae nods along, seeming to take in the fact that she’s about to meet the heads of a major company rather well. “…working on collaborative and consumer robots as well as designing intelligent humanoid robots that are mostly used for education. They hit it big with their line of ‘Katherines’ that are used at travel kiosks mostly but have occasionally been upgraded for reception purposes.”

“Oh? Is that why that woman at student services isn’t remotely helpful?”

“No, that’s the person Katherine is replacing.” Ei pauses for a moment before adding, “When we get there, try not to give my mother any DNA.”

Yae squints. “I wasn’t planning to, but thanks.” She pauses. “I’m almost hesitant to ask why you said that.”

Ei hesitates so Makoto answers instead. “Mom’s a little eccentric. But she means well.” She changes the subject afterwards. “So, Yae. How was the visit to your aunt’s place?”

Yae and Ei spend the rest of the time deflecting as best as they can with Makoto giving them both a strange look the entire time. About twenty minutes later, the car pulls into Ei’s driveway and begins the trek down. Yae is scanning through all of the trees and lights along their path. “I didn’t realize your house was in a park.”

Ei scratches her neck. “Uh, no. This is our lawn.”

Yae opens and closes her mouth. She settles for gaping out the windows.

Makoto gives Ei a look and tilts her head in a questioning way. Ei shakes her own, and Makoto sighs, gesturing to hurry up and tell Yae whatever she needs to tell her.

Yae cuts in. “No twin telepathy over there.” She settles back into the cushions with a sigh. “If I had known you two were obscenely rich, I would have packed better clothing to meet your parents.”

Ei tilts her head, confused. “We aren’t that rich. The house is hardly more than 35,000 square feet. Our trampoline room is probably very small compared to other people’s.”

“Ei, you were at my house. Did you see one?”

“…I’d figured that maybe your aunt didn’t build one because you two had a traumatizing trampoline incident like Makoto did.”

“No. We’re just poor.”

Makoto shushes both of them. “We’re about to reach the front gates.”

The car stops before a pair of iron gates. Makoto taps her pin on the car screen, and the gates swing open. “All the cars are linked to an online system that registers guests, employees, and occupants of the estate. It’s to make sure we know, at all times, who is on the property.”

Yae glances sidelong. “A little paranoid, wouldn’t you say?”

Makoto looks out the windows. “Maybe not enough if you see the circles that Mom and Dad occasionally run in.”

They drive down the heated driveway and get out of the car, which drives away after they pull out their luggage. Ei feels a little self conscious at the way Yae gapes at the marble pillars standing guard at the entrance of the house, the black railings that look like they come from an earlier Mondstadtan era, the width of the house, and how it could contain five villas.

…the dark plume of smoke coming from somewhere at the back of the manor.

Makoto squints. “Yup, Mom’s been working today.” She gestures for them to follow up a series of marble steps towards a huge pair of oak doors. “C’mon.”

Before they get there, a white, robotized cart drives up to them, and the twins deposit their luggage onto it while Yae stares. Ei grabs her girlfriend’s valise and places it on the gleaming surface. “The robots will know where to take them.”

The doors swing open when Ei punches in her pin on the screen on the wall. A motherly-looking maid greets the twins, tugging them both and depositing kisses on their foreheads. “Your mother has one of the sitting rooms set up to welcome you all.” She spots Yae and rushes over to greet her too. “I’m Katherine. I’ve been working here since the girls were born and have helped raise them all these years.”

“Wait, like the android?” Yae studies her. “You seem a little…older.”

Katherine laughs, “Well, they based it off my younger days, but I am the original human version.” She turns and motions for them to come with her. “I’ll escort you to the room.”

They trail after her, Yae’s gaze drifting up over the holographic paintings and searching for the hidden speakers that have music following them from room to room.

Makoto explains, hopping into the role of tour guide easily, “The original house had a colourful history and was known to house scientific minds of its time before it turned into a casino…and then a brothel.” She glances at Yae. “You’ll fit right in.”

She dodges Yae’s rather vicious swat and continues on. “Mom and Dad updated it with some pretty cool tech when they bought it years ago, but some elements of the older architecture are still around.”

Yae looks around the vaulting halls, the massive oak spiraling staircase that twists into the upper floors. “…aside from being gigantic, this place looks surprisingly normal. I thought you guys would have more robots around.”

“Ah.” Makoto looks back. “That’s because Dad told Mom to keep her experiments in her lab after that rampage she accidentally created when we were in the eighth grade.”

“…rampage?” Makoto glances at Ei, who shrugs guiltily.

“Don’t look at her. She helped start that.”

“I only asked Mother how far the robots could go from her lab.”

Katherine leads them to a sitting room with lush couches and wide windows that stretch from floor to ceiling. She hugs the girls again before leaving.

Ei spots Yae immediately sinking into a particularly comfortable leather coach if her slight groan is anything to go by. “We can wait for Mom here.” She leans forward, tapping a few buttons on the screen in the table in front of them. “Do you need less light?”

A quiet whir comes from the windows as the blinds begin lowering themselves. Yae startles before shaking her head. “I’m not sure why I’m surprised that everything is automated here. Maybe I should be more amazed that this room we’re sitting in is so moderately-sized.”

Makoto jumps in. “Actually, this is just one third of the original size. This room has mobile walls and separate entrances so you can easily split it up.”

Yae shudders. “Archons, the wealth.”

Makoto shoves her shoulder. “Hey, it’s not like we played out here. We mostly kept to the back where the bedrooms are.”

Ei says, “I can show you mine since you showed me yours, Miko.”

Makoto scratches her neck. “Mom might want to put her in a guest room.”

“No, she can sleep with me.” Ei’s tone is firm. “Plus, those rooms are on the other side of the house. She’ll get lost.”

“I’m right here, you two.” Yae glances between the two before settling on Ei. “I would love to sleep with you.”

“Shocker,” Makoto coughs.

The doors slide open, and the twin’s mother hurries in, dark hair tied back in a messy bun and safety goggles still on her face. There’s still faint tendrils of smoke wafting from her clothes, but she shrugs off the lab coat and hangs it up before turning to them. 

The twins stand to greet their mother who waves for them to sit back down as she peels her goggles off. “Good to see you girls. Makoto, thank you for bringing your sister back home. Ei, I’m so glad and curious to see you after what Makoto told us.”

She turns her gaze onto Yae, expression excited. “And this must be your girlfriend.” She holds out her hand, and Yae automatically takes it. “Hello, I’m Raiden Mei. Ei’s and Makoto’s mother and the head scientist at Shogun Inc. My husband is still on a trip, but he should be home in time to meet you.”

Yae stares before blinking and shaking her head. “Sorry for staring, Mrs. Raiden. It’s just…you look nearly identical to your daughters.”

“Thank you. I nearly considered cloning myself to get children, but as you can see, it all worked out. By the way, you can just call me Mei.” Ei’s mom waves it off. “I wanted to give the twins matching names with mine, but Yasu put his foot down for Makoto,” she sighs.

“Thanks, Dad,” Makoto mutters. She clears her throat. “Should we sit down for lunch?”

Shortly afterwards, the servants bring platters of different cold cuts and sandwich breads to them. Ei watches Yae testing out the five different types of mustard while her mother chatters away at their guest, rapidly firing off questions in her intense inquisitive interest. “How old are you? What are you studying? What do you do in your spare time? What are your intentions with my daughter? Do you know what your genetic lineage is?”

Makoto cut in. “Mom, calm down. She needs to think about the questions first to answer some of them.”

“Good point. I’ll give her a few minutes then.” Ei’s mother turns to her and smiles. “How are your battle bots doing?”

Ei hastily puts down her sandwich, chewing rapidly and swallowing. “Good! Well, actually, I’m running into the same error where my flywheel weapon keeps breaking down despite multiple reworks. I’ve swapped it out, replaced the motor with the power equivalent of a small motorcycle, and redone everything to make the weapon more reliable. However, I still seem to lose to stronger opponents.”

“Maybe more power is not the answer.” Ei’s mother taps her finger on her chin in thought before smiling. “Not all problems can be solved linearly. You need to start thinking laterally when you’re stuck.”

Ei doesn’t get it. She opens her mouth to ask when Yae leans forward to speak. “I heard from Ei and Makoto that you’re a genius at what you do and that your company has its hands in many industries.”

Ei’s mother waves off the praise. “We specialize mostly in robotics and AI technology, but we have dipped our hands in dozens of other businesses that have potential for scientific advancement.

“Our partners in Mondstadt a decade ago had a breakthrough in recombinant DNA advancement. They designed their first lab-based baby, and the technology got patented then. The baby herself got adopted by two mothers and, other than an odd penchant for explosions, seems to be a perfectly healthy child. However, the biggest win is that the technology and its surrounding infrastructure have developed enough that it can be afforded by most people who are unable to have a child naturally together.

“Over in Fontaine, our investment in faster planes and jets have—“

Makoto interrupts, “Mom, wait, go back. What about the baby?”

“Oh, the bomb baby. I think they call her Klee.” Ei’s mother calls out to a servant to tell them to send the pair of researchers some flowers and nitroglycerin for the anniversary of their creation. “They had based the DNA sample from what was left behind of my mentor, Miss Alice.” Raiden Mei frowns. “She disappeared a few years ago. Presumed to be killed at the hands of her own experiments in a hidden laboratory somewhere.”

She shrugs as if to say it happens. “But enough about work. Tell me more about yourself, Miko.” Ei’s mom smiles. “Which noble family did you descend from? Ei mentioned your surname, but there were so many that we couldn’t narrow it down.”

“Noble…family?”

Ei’s mother elaborates, “For example, we are part of the Raiden Clan that has been around since the Shogun era and have preserved its proud reputation of contributing to the country. We were wondering which one you were from to better understand.”

“Ah, the proud…Yae clan. There are dozens of us last time I checked.”

Mei nods along. “Which part of the Shogunate’s claim did your family contribute to?”

“Uh…population growth. We’re known to be rather fertile.”

“Yes, I can believe that. I did note that you had rather good child-bearing hips.”

Makoto slaps her face with her hand. She tugs Ei’s sleeve, whispering, “Go rescue her.”

Ei stands, clearing her throat. “Mother, we’re both weary from our journey and would like to rest. We are going to retire to our rooms.”

“Ei, you’re so stiff. Why can’t you be like your sister who’s so hip and fly?” Her mother pauses. “That’s the slang they’re using nowadays, right?”

“Mother, please,” Ei groans.

“Oh! How about MILF? That seems to have something to do with mothers from all the Twitchat I’ve been following.”

Yae eyes her. “Well, it’s not exactly wrong.”

“Miko!”

Makoto stands. “I’m getting a drink.”

“Wait, let me ask one more question. Miko, what is your current aspiration?”

Ei hopes that Yae doesn’t answer “doing your daughter daily.” She surprises all of them by saying, “I want to open a publishing house. My aunt is a writer, and she’s often held meetings with other writers trying to get their novels launched.”

“Why a publishing house though?” Mei inquiries, leaning in. “Why not a bookstore?”

“Because—“ Yae pauses, seeming to struggle for words for the first time Ei has seen her. “A good publishing house doesn’t just get the books out into people’s hands. The editors there will work hand-in-hand to help reach author reach the vision they have in their stories and their hearts. Writing is daunting enough, but having someone experienced enough to guide and help you hone your craft has transformed so many talented authors with mediocre ideas into literary powerhouses who later pay it forward to new fledging authors who need guidance too.”

Ei’s mother nods, crossing one leg over the other. “It’s a sustainable system, and the idea is grounded in noble intentions. It still doesn’t tell me anything about you though. Why is this particular goal so important?”

Ei decides that it’s enough grilling for the day. She stands. “Sorry, Mom. We’re a bit tired from the trip, and we would like to settle in now. Plus, you probably have a ton of work to do.”

Her mother checks her watch and sighs before rising herself. “Regrettably, that’s true. I don’t often have dinner with the family due to the demands of my ongoing projects, but I managed to carve out some free time for the next couple of days. I hope to speak with you more, Miss Yae, and that you will enjoy the events I have prepared for you.”

She gives an absent-minded hug to each of her daughters before rushing off, alarms going off on her wristwatch. Once she’s out of earshot, Makoto excuses herself to go to her own room while Ei offers to lead Yae over to hers.

“Sorry about that. Mom can be intense.” Ei rubs her nape as they walk down a long hall. “She can be a bit eccentric.”

Yae snorts, “I can see where you get it from.” She squeezes Ei’s hand. “It’s fine. Nothing that I can’t handle.”

Ei hopes she means it.

A few minutes later, they arrive in front of Ei’s door—a plain, white hatch that looks like it would fit as an entryway in a sci-fi movie.

Ei walks in. “There are automatic sensors all over the house that instantly change the temperature and light according to the specific requirements set up in the users’ profiles. That’s why my room is usually darker than Makoto’s.”

Yae looks around. “But how does it know that it’s you and not your sister?”

Ei points to the ground. “Pressure sensors that can detect a person’s weight and gait. Each person has their own unique walk, so the floor can figure out who it is.”

She approaches a painting of a Sakura Tree that switches into an upward view of the mountains and trees somewhere. “Holographic projections of pictures are usually used to wow guests.” She turns it off. “If you want to shower, there’s a full bathroom over there that usually has fresh towels in the cabinet. Makoto really enjoys the jacuzzi function of the bathtub, though if you would prefer a rainforest shower effect—“

“Ei, stop. You’re not a concierge.” Yae looks around at the sprawling king-sized bed, sheets so clean that they look like they were never used. “Although this does look more like a hotel room than a personalized bedroom.” She touches the bare walls and scans the empty dressers and drawers. “It’s like you don’t even exist in this room.”

“I’m not here much anymore.” Ei shrugs. “Most of my stuff is scattered in my dorm or scattered in my lab.”

“…you have your own lab?”

“…you don’t?”

“Now that you mentioned it, yes, I do have a lab tucked under my childhood dreams—no, of course I don’t have one!”

“All right, all right. I’ll show you it after dinner.” Ei gestures out the door. “Do you want a tour until then?”

They walk throughout the manor, viewing the pool with underwater speakers, the gardens with an automatic watering system, the lake in the back filled with all sorts of edible fish. By the time they make it back, dinner is ready, and they’re guided by a maid to the nearest dining room.

Yae squints at the line of dishes of sweets from around the world. “Ei, I can’t eat this. I’ll get fat.”

“More of you to love then.”

Yae swats her, and Ei calls over a servant to ask the chef for something more palatable for Yae. Once she gets a bowl of edamame and crab soup, she happily chows down, leaving Ei in admiration of how pretty Yae looks, even when she’s eating.

After dinner, Ei leads her to the other side of the house where her lab is. “Mom’s lab is underground and requires special permission to access, but you’re free to see mine.” They reach a large hatchway, which opens as Ei approaches. “It’s not on as large of a scale as my mother’s, but I hope you don’t mind.”

They step through to a sizeable area that looks like a much bigger version of her university lab room. Yae glances around at the pictures of Ei and her mother working together plastered on the walls, the awards and certificates lining the back wall, the bean bag chairs near an overflowing bookcase. “This was more of what I was expecting from your bedroom.” She opens the fridge in the kitchen at the back. “…desserts. I don’t know what I was expecting.”

Ei glances over and reaches past Yae to grab an egg tart. “Oh, Katherine stocked my favourites. I’ll thank her later.”

Yae smacks her hand, making her drop it. “You just ate.” She wraps herself around Ei’s arm and leads her to the benches on the far side. “Now, come here and show me the geeky things you used to work on.”

Ei points out the different tools she used to work on her robots, detailing how her mother would often build things together with her whenever she had spare time. She shows Yae a strange, flopping black device that she built as a young teen and isn’t sure why now that she thinks about it. A simple program she coded where the AI would always kick her butt at Go.

Yae listens with cocked head, smiling gently, and Ei stops a couple of times to impulsively press a kiss to her lips, which Yae really doesn’t seem to mind.

At some point, she decides to teach Yae some of the hands-on techniques she used and positions Yae to be in the best spot to learn.

Ei leans over Yae’s shoulder, chest pressing against her back, and she hears Yae’s breaths quicken. “Now, with this laser, you can carve out the individual sections—Miko, are you turned on?”

“…no.”

“Oh, c’mon!” Ei steps away, and Yae turns around, breathing a little heavily with her pupils dilated. “I just touched you for five seconds.”

“I think you don’t realize how attracted I am to you.” Yae glances over to the bean bag chairs in the corner. “Could we—“

“No!”

“Please, just a short—“

“Later!”

Yae doesn’t wait very long after they leave the lab and get ready for bed.

Ei is drifting off to sleep when she feels Yae moving at her side and her shirt being pushed up. “…really?”

Yae kisses down Ei’s belly. “Please, it’s always been my desire to—“

“You already used that line!”

“Don’t shit on my dreams, Ei.” Yae nips at her skin. “Besides, no one is going to hear us anyway.”

“My parents could!”

“What? From across the house?” she scoffs.

“Well, maybe Makoto.”

Makoto’s voice comes from the door. “She’s right. I just went to get some water, but I can hear you guys from here.”

Yae rolls her eyes, grabbing one of the many pillows on Ei’s bed and throwing it against the door. “Get out of here.” They hear Makoto shuffle away, and Yae smiles. “Now, if you’re so scared of making a sound, I’d suggest you bite down on something.”

Ei sighs as Yae’s fingers slowly bring down the hem of her pyjamas, pressing heated kisses onto Ei’s hips. “All right, but just one time.”

Ei doesn’t sleep that night.

The next morning, she groggily sits at the breakfast table as Makoto butters her toast on one side and Yae digs through scrambled eggs with a very satisfied smile.

Makoto pauses, butter knife in hand. “What are you so happy about, Yae?”

“Oh, you know.” Yae glances at Ei and smirks. “The pleasure of a good meal.”

“Ew, I didn’t need to know that. Ei, can you pass the jam, or are you too busy eating it out?”

Before Ei can retort, her mother bustles into the room. “Now, girls. Since you’re still on break from your studies, I’ve prepared several days’ worth of activities that young ones like yourselves might be interested in.”

Ei’s not sure how common horseback riding is as a typical university student’s hobby, but she and Makoto race around the pasture not far from their manor and compete in jumping over the obstacles. Yae, on the other hand, has trouble getting on her horse and staying on.

She yelps and rolls off as her mare runs under a low-hanging branch. “I swear this thing hates me.”

Ei rides over. “I’m sure it doesn’t—“ She quickly yanks Yae away as the horse attempts to eat a hunk of her hair. “Okay, maybe a different one would be good.”

Yae refuses to ride the sole mount they have. Ei doesn’t see why. She thinks Yae would look adorable on a pony. “Clover already loves you, Miko. Give her a chance.”

“I have dignity, Ei.” Yae crosses her arms as the pony snuffles into Yae’s ear. “I’ll just read something on my phone here while you and Makoto finish.”

Nodding reluctantly, Ei turns her mare around, guiding her to the field where Makoto meets her gaze, eyes narrowing in a silent challenge once more

Ei wins the last round, of course. Able to calm and focus her mount to leap over obstacles and fences as high as Ei herself while Makoto’s mount knocks more than a few poles over in her attempt. They race back to where Yae waits, and Makoto wins that one, her horse having exerted less energy while jumping than Ei’s.

As Ei rides up, she spots Yae coming up from behind her sister and running a hand down a white-clad thigh. Something hot and furious claws against her chest and stomach, and she urges her mare to canter faster. She manages to overhear some of the conversation as she nears.

“…was pretty hot how you beat Makoto like that.”

“…I am Makoto.”

Yae squints, withdrawing her hand. “Why are you guys dressed identically?”

“Mom thought it was cute.”

“But why do you two smell the same now?”

“She also only likes one type of shampoo and soap. She buys it for everyone.”

Ei clears her throat as she nears. “Miko, why don’t you go for a ride with me?”

Makoto mutters as Yae perks and climbs up, “Thought she already did that last night.”

Ei ignores her as she takes Yae to a trail near the back of the pasture. As they trot along under the trees, Ei feels Yae resting her cheek against her back. “I’d figure you’d do something extravagant like archery on horseback.”

“That would take years of training to develop the skills needed, and I did not want to prioritize it among all the other things I was learning.” The horse continues at a steady trot around the pasture. “You would need a great sense of balance, since you would need to retain your form even as your mount is going at a gallop—”

Yae hums against Ei’s shoulder. “I love your mini-lectures. They’re very soothing to fall asleep to.”

“…I didn’t intend—”

“I’m kidding, Ei. I’m listening.” Yae leans forward, nipping at an earlobe, and Ei feels heat spread across her face. “So, is this the life of rich girls? I could get used to this.”

Ei stiffens. “I don’t know what you mean by that, but Mother might be going a bit overboard on planning our stay. The horses are a little much.”

“Oh? So, you don’t take all of the girls you show your mother horseback riding?”

Ei answers, watching the path, “There’s only ever been you.”

Yae squeezes reflexively. Ei isn’t sure what that means so she continues on. “I don’t often take people out to meet my parents.”

“Why is that?”

Ei shrugs half-heartedly. “Some friends in the past would turn strange when they found out Makoto and I came from a wealthy family,” she says lightly. Deliberately. “They would either start trying to manipulate me to pay them something or start accusing me of flaunting my money and judging them when I wasn’t.”

“Classic case of projection. Insecurity is a very unattractive trait in anyone,” Yae quips. “I wouldn’t worry about it, Ei. Based on what I know of you, it sounds like they had issues, not you.”

Ei hunches her shoulders. “It was more than one. I started to wonder if…I was no good at keeping friends.”

Yae responds, tone just as deliberately light as Ei’s earlier one. “I think whatever happened in the past should stay there. For your former acquaintances, that was absolutely stupid of them. If I had a lovely friend who just happens to be loaded like you, I would be ecstatic.” She burrows closer into Ei’s back, her warmth a comfort. “Don’t let it get to you, Ei. Some people will let their insecurities tank whole relationships while others would work on themselves. It’s not you. It’s them.”

Ei is silent for a while, wondering if Yae would act the same around her if Ei didn’t have money. She hesitates. “How do you feel about my family’s wealth?“

“It’s certainly a nice bonus, but my prize was always you.” Yae gently raps Ei’s head. “Don’t overthink. I liked you before I found out you were wealthy.” She sighs, “My concern is that your family will see me as some gold-digging skank.”

Ei pauses. “But why would you need to mine anything?”

“Heh, I hope you always stay the same.” Yae kisses her cheek, and Ei is still confused. “No, I mean I hope that your family is willing to get to know me rather than assume I’m using you for your money.”

Ei halts the horse, frowning. “That would be unfair. You almost never ask me for anything monetary.” Except that time Yae presented her with a list of mental and emotional grievances Ei had caused with the suggested compensation amount. Ei is almost certain that was a joke. “Why would they?”

Yae shrugs one shoulder. “They’re just worried for you, and they don’t know me. It’s human nature to assume the worst.”

“I didn’t.”

Smiling wide, Yae leans in and kisses her. “And that’s why you got me.”

She makes a sound almost like a purr as she brushes her cheek against Ei’s. “I look forward to what adventures comes next with you.”

  



6. Chapter 6

Summary for the Chapter:
            Ei watches how Yae interacts with her family and comes to a few conclusions her own.

          
Notes for the Chapter:Hey all, I’m here and continuing the story! Thank you for your patience. Elopement went well, and I am now officially married to my wife and awesome beta-reader. Thank you for everything, Halifax. 

Hope you all enjoy this chapter.




    
    Ei starts to wonder if her mother does look at Yae differently because of her financial status.

She’s unsettled by the furtive glances Mei shoots Yae when the latter isn’t looking, by how her mother bites her lower lip like she’s trying to hold back her words. There’s no time to ask her mother about the looks though when she is herding everyone onto the next stages of her plan.

They take a car over to the Tenshukaku Hot Springs with Mei having booked the entire facility for the day for them.

Yae groans as her masseuse does a salt scrub on her back before wiping off the salt with a heated towel. “I could get used to this.”

Ei makes a noncommittal noise as her own is working out a knot above her right shoulder blade. “The remineralizing baths feel particularly good.” She makes a note to take Yae to them another time. “We like to go for three days at a time normally, but Mom says she’s got quite a tight schedule right now.”

Yae makes a sound of assent, nodding dreamily.

After that, they go to a private natural hot spring where Yae settles in the heated water with a satisfied smile. “Normally, I can’t stand the water, but I’ll make an exception for hot springs.”

Mei nods. “If it’s not to your liking, you could go to the amusement park around here instead or even wander to the candy store like Ei usually does when we go here.”

Yae shoots Ei a glance. “Why am I not surprised?”

Ei coughs, “Anyway, how are you enjoying this place?”

Afterwards, they head out to an exclusive sushi restaurant that serves whatever the award-studded chef feels like making that day, and, in the evening, Yae happily sinks into the soft blankets of Ei’s bed, having been pampered all day. “Seriously, if this is your life outside of school, I’ll marry you on the spot.”

“I’m expected to do a lot, you know.”

“Yes, I can be a lot to do.” Yae rolls over, muttering sleepily. She yawns. “I wonder what’s next.”

In the morning, Ei’s mother takes them to a track to drive race cars. She waits at the stands, wringing her hands as the girls get changed into their outfits and meet their respective drivers. “Oh dear, I’m a little out of touch. College girls these days are into race car driving, right?”

“Yes, Mom, don’t worry.” Makoto rubs her mother’s shoulder soothingly. “All the girls I know drive over 300 km an hour regularly.”

Ei’s mom nods, though she still seems concerned. “Well, have fun then. I’ll just be over on the bleachers here, reading an article on quantum physics.”

Makoto just shrugs when Yae stares after their mother. “You know moms. Always trying to see if they can unravel the threads of reality.”

“Wait, what?” Yae looks back as Ei tugs her towards their race cars. “What about reality?“

“Makoto is kidding,” Ei mutters. “Mom likes to research quantum mechanics in her spare time. I remember when Makoto and I were five, she got excited and was teaching us that what we perceive as gravity is actually the fabric of space-time responding to energy and mass. Quite fascinating when you think about it.”

Yae stares. “I’m glad you got into robots. I can understand those.”

Their drivers wave for them to come over, and both of them are strapped into the respective cars beside their instructors. Ei quickly grasps the different speeds and controls but watches Yae squabble with her driver.

After mastering the basics of turning at a high speed and braking, she gains her instructor’s permission to have Yae to ride with her for a lap.

Yae seats herself behind Ei, coming in close enough that Ei can feel her breath on the back of her neck. “You could have asked if you just wanted to take me for a ride.”

Ei stiffens and chooses to respond by hitting the gas.

Yae yelps as Ei shoots forward, going into a turn so tight, the G-forces press both of them into their seats. She holds on, managing to straighten out and fly past the finish line before safely decelerating.

Once the car stops, she pops the hood open, and Yae is already climbing out, quickly unbuckling herself, before clambering back into Ei’s lap. “That was so hot.”

Yae starts making out with Ei as the latter is trying to get her seatbelt off. Ei fumbles, half-heartedly trying to push Yae off so she can get out.

Pulling up beside them, Makoto yells, “There are children here!”

Yae pulls away from Ei with a sound like a plug being yanked out of a sink. “No, there isn’t.”

“Well, I’m someone’s child.” Makoto sniffs, and Yae gives her the finger.

“Miko!” Ei yanks Yae’s hand down. “My mother might see.”

Yae scoffs, glancing over to the benches where Mei is nose-deep in a literature review. “I doubt it.”

Ei frowns as she gets out of the car. “In any case, it’s rude. Just…try not to do that in front of me.”

Yae sighs, “If you wish. I—“

They’re interrupted by a honk as Makoto drives around, giving Yae the finger back.

“Makoto!” Ei glances between her sister and her girlfriend. “Okay, let’s just…let’s just move on.”

The next day, they’re all led to the backyard where a short army-style obstacle course awaits them.

Ei’s mother hands Yae a change of clothes, explaining, “Ei always found these sorts of things relaxing.”

After getting an arguing Yae into some track clothing, the twins warm up, waiting behind a start line that Yae eyes warily. Soon, the whistle blows, and Ei and Makoto take off. Yae doesn’t make it past the twenty-foot ladder climb and jump.

Yae crosses her arms. “I’m not wrecking my knees for this.”

Ei’s mother waves it off. “It’s okay, dear. You can come discuss this article about Laplace’s demon with me instead. Isn’t it fascinating how if you could see where every particle is, you could predict where they go? With such perfect information from a clockwork universe, you could perfectly predict the past and the future! In addition to that—“

Yae begrudgingly starts climbing.

Meanwhile, Ei is flipping over uneven beams and running across stumps spread wide across a pit of sand. She notes that the one-man carry across gravel is new as is the quick bike ride across grass.

She runs the entire way while Makoto crosses the finish line a bit after, panting heavily. Yae lags far behind, and she falls into the sand pit once she flops over the last wall. Two of the servants run out with a gurney, making ambulance noises as they load her on and carry her off-field. Yae looks over at Ei incredulously.

Ei scratches her cheek. “Mom used to have people do that when I was younger when I got tired at the end. It cheered me up. Guess she still does it.”

Yae shouts something, but Ei can’t hear her. She steps forward, only to be stopped by her mother’s hand falling on her shoulder. “Don’t worry. They’ll just carry her off to get checked. In the meanwhile—“ She spins Ei around and directs her towards some chairs sitting closeby. “—we should catch up more.”

She seats both of her children around an outdoor table, having caught Makoto trying to sneak off. Makoto and Ei exchange glances while Mei hums and pulls up a list on her phone. “How are your courses going? Your extracurriculars? Your friends? Your plans for post-graduation coming up?” She squints at the screen. “What—any potential industries of note to invest in? Honestly, Yasu, why would the girls notice those?”

Makoto clears her throat. “I can start.”

She launches into her answers for all of the above while Ei drifts off, glancing at the wide glass doors and watching for when Yae would return. It’s only when Makoto elbows Ei that she realizes it is her turn.

Ei answers absent-mindedly, still watching the doors. It’s only when her mother begins talking that she realizes she zoned out.

“…your plans for after you graduate this year as well as any relationships you want to continue that might…cause complications. Misunderstandings. Hard feelings.” Her mother exhales and sits up. “Phew, well, good discussion. Glad we talked about things.”

“What do you mean?” Ei squints at the back door of the manor where Yae was carried through. “Where is Miko? She should have been back by now.”

Mei claps her hands together. “Oh, I just had her carted off so we can grab her measurements for tonight.”

The twins pause. “What’s tonight?” they chorus together.

“We’re going out for the evening to talk to a fancy, rich lady in her house for a business party. A quick drop-in and greeting. We can take the jet.” Ei’s mother waves it off casually. “You girls better get ready too.”

Ei presses. “Wait, Mom. What complications?”

“I’m…just concerned that if you continue this relationship with your young lady, there could be trouble in the future, considering your situation.”

Ei stiffens, jaw tensing. “She’s not going anywhere.”

Mei‘s eyes flicker before she stands and walks over to the house to get dressed. “That might be the issue.”

Ei doesn’t get any more out of her mother as the twins are ushered through the usual sequence of on-call tailors, hairdressers, and make-up artists. Luckily, their last party dresses are still on hand, so they slip into those before the maids lead them to the balcony in the back where Yae and their mother are waiting.

The twins head through the doorway with Ei spotting Yae immediately.

Yae’s hair is twisted up into an elegant updo, her eyes sparkling when she spots Ei’s backless dress. “You look good.”

She steps away onto the balcony overlooking the pool, grape vines wrapping artfully around the marble ledge. The colour of her dress reminds Ei of a sunset dipping down into the ocean—the gorgeous blend of orange pink that seems impossible for her to replicate. Her dress billows out from the waist in a dreamy train, her top made from silver lacing in the shape of intricate vines and leaves stitched onto a nude cloth. And still, there is still so much to see of Yae—her arms are bare, her back as well. The cut at the front is low enough that Ei could see her breastbone just above where the pieces join. But none of that compares to the slightly shy smile she has when she sees Ei approaching, head dipped a tad.

Yae would probably fuss over some accessories to complete her outfit, but Ei thinks she looks like the most beautiful woman in the world, with or without the dress.

Katherine nods to Ei’s mother and the twins when they walk onto the balcony. She turns to Ei. “I helped her pick out her outfit. What do you think?”

Ei swivels her gaze to the woman waiting for her a few feet away. Yae looks like an adventure waiting to happen—a girl looking off into the distance, surrounded by the sunlit rooftops of a romantic and ancient city. When she looks back, Ei gets the urge to chase after her, no matter where she goes.

Makoto passes by, rolling her eyes. “You can put your tongue back in your mouth, Ei.”

She walks over and places a hand on Yae’s shoulder, clearly complimenting her on her choice of outfit if the latter’s pleased smile is any indication.

Ei’s mother tilts her head at Yae. “That’s…huh.”

“What?” Ei prods.

“That’s the item Yasu got from Sumeru, handmade by an exclusive designer. He had hoped to stack some closets with clothes for when you and Makoto got…”

She clears her throat. “Anyway, Miko picked a modified version of a wedding dress, and…well…I hope she didn’t do that on purpose because that would make things a little awkward.”

Judging by how Yae is carefully watching for Ei’s reaction, Ei would bet that her choice was very deliberate. “Why would that make things awkward?”

Ei’s mother pauses, raising her eyebrows. “You mean it wouldn’t? You’re far more open than I thought you would be in regards to romantic partnerships.”

Okay, Ei has no idea what her mother is going on about. “What—“

“Ei, come here.” Yae seems to have waited long enough and reaches out to impatiently grab Ei by the hand. When they have some space from the others, she turns to Ei, eyes roaming over the latter’s face as if searching for something. “Well? What do you think?”

“You look amazing.”

“Well, yes, I always do.” Yae crosses her arms, fingers dancing agitatedly on her biceps. “I mean…what do you think of the dress?”

Glancing her over, Ei frowns. “It’s missing something.”

She looks over to a stand where Katherine had laid out accessories. Ei picks out a particular necklace from the tray of glittering jewelry—a pendant carved from amethyst in the shape of a magatama, its colour matching Yae’s eyes. Yae lifts a gold choker as well as several long necklaces to layer on. “Would you mind helping me put these on?”

The longer pieces are easy enough. The choker requires Yae to hold her hair to the side while Ei delicately works with the clasp, inhaling her scent that reminds Ei of walking through cherry blossoms in the spring. When Ei finishes, Yae turns around with a look in her eyes that Ei can’t quite place—something pleading and vulnerable underneath her usually confident veneer.

Makoto glances over, eyes lingering on the choker. “You look like a kept woman.”

“Maybe that’s the point.” Yae meets Ei’s gaze, and there’s unexpected heat in them that makes Ei’s breath catch in her lungs. Her fingers trail down Ei’s arm. “I—”

Mei butts in. “You look wonderful. But also, we should really get going. It may take a couple of hours to fly over to Liyue.”

Yae does a double-take. “Did you say Liyue?”

“Yes, our associate is throwing her annual get-together there, and we normally drop in for a couple of hours to rub shoulders with some prospective partners,” Mei sighs. “Normally, my husband would do that, but he’s preoccupied with other matters. Anyway,” she jerks her thumb over her shoulder, “to the jet.”

They’re driven over to a small private airfield where a slender plane waits on the runway, easily reaching over 60 feet in length. The pilot is already in the cockpit, readying for takeoff as they’re ushered onboard.

Yae goggles over the snacks, the bottles of water, the immense amount of legroom for the eight seats inside.

Ei’s mother glances over. “Oh, sorry, Miko. Did you want to take a nap on the bed at the back of the plane?”

Yae shakes her head. “No, I’m just…I have never been in a private jet before.”

Mei waves her hand. “You get used to it. This one is a bit on the older side, so it only goes 900 km per hour at top speed. Anyway, Ei, Makoto, can you two show her the snack bar?”

The plane takes off shortly afterwards, Ei already tightening her fingers into the fabric of her dress. Makoto glances over, spotting Ei’s hands clenched. She raises an eyebrow, and Ei shakes her head in response, exhaling. She will be fine. It’s just another party.

Meanwhile, Yae is asking their mother, “What should I be expecting over there?”

“We’re just meeting some old friends and acquaintances from Liyue—some of our families tend to work together and even marry into their lines.” Mei glances at her daughters before going on. “If you are serious about establishing your publishing house, then developing a relationship with some of these well-established merchants would be beneficial.”

Yae leans forward. “Do tell.”

“Well, artists and architects like Mountain Shaper and Cloud Retainer sometimes pop by once in a while. The Qixing are always there, since usually one of them is hosting, and there’s an heir or so from one of the commerce guild hanging about. And then, you have the rest filled with all sorts of people like divas and anyone who has links to the higher ups.”

Mei sighs, rubbing her head. “Truthfully, the only people I would like to converse with are the scientific minds that occasionally like to pop by. My husband is far better at spotting potential partnerships than I am.”

Yae glances at Ei. “Maybe a talent we have in common.”

Makoto mulls over the thought. “And maybe a complementary strength to Ei’s.”

Yae smiles at Makoto. “On that, we can agree.”

Soon, the view below turns to a single sheet of water that spans into the horizon, small islands dotting its surface here and there. Yae checks out the plane’s movie section while Makoto catches up with Mei about the family business and their various companies. Ei plugs in her earphones and tunes everything out for a couple of hours, cold dread already uncoiling itself in her stomach.

Their plane touches down on an airfield surrounded by massive mountains. When they exit, servants dressed in outfits of gold and red silk lead them to the carriages that would take them to Ningguang’s golden house.

A towering mansion greets them once they’re driven up the paved road, the doormen greeting the guests slowly flowing into a massive open doorway, laughing and tittering amongst themselves. Ei’s grip tightens on Yae’s arm who shoots her an inquisitive look.

The guards around the perimeter flit their gazes from face to face, though they carefully escort the party up to the doors.

The inside looks like every ballroom Ei has seen—giant crystal chandeliers hanging from the ceiling; waiters and waitresses swirling among the crowd, trays of drinks and hors d’œuvres in hand; alabaster and gold pillars lining the floors like sentries while a massive staircase rests at the far side where the host greets her guests.

Yae glances around, seeming to soak everything in like a sponge. “There’s a lot of people trying to curry favours around here.”

Makoto sighs, “You’ll find a lot of them here. And people trying to get you to marry them for some reason.” She glances over at her sister. “Are you okay?”

Ei nods, jaw tensing as a headache already starts to pound at her temple from all of the chatter around them. “I’ll be fine.” When Yae peers at her curiously, she adds, “Not a fan of crowds, remember?”

“Wait, I see someone I know.” Ei’s mother reaches into the crowd, seeming to pull a young nervous woman out of thin air. “Ganyu! Good to see you! Give your mother my regards for her work on my Fibonacci staircase.”

“Oh, I will, Mrs. Raiden!” Ganyu tries to turn around to leave when Mei whirls her around again. “…is there something you need?”

Ei’s mother examines her. “I didn’t take you as much of a party person, actually. Did you start becoming more outgoing?”

“Oh, no. I’m here to assist Lady Ningguang with the party.” Ganyu tugs at one sleeve. She glances at Ei and smiles tentatively. “I…I’m also keeping an eye on my half-sister. She’s prone to starting fights sometimes.”

Ei raises an eyebrow, perking. “What kind?”

Mei turns around sharply. “No fighting!” She swivels back to Ganyu. “In any case, thank your mother for me and let her know that she can come visit when her schedule is free. It is rare to get a hold of such an architectural genius.”

Ganyu nods, starting to bow and edge away, and Ei doesn’t blame her. Makoto gently takes their mother’s elbow, steering her toward the massive staircase at the back of the ballroom while Yae peers curiously after the retreating Ganyu.

Yae looks at Ei as they line up at the base of the marble and gold staircase to greet the host. “She seems interesting. How do you know each other?”

“Childhood acquaintances,” Ei mutters. “Our parents occasionally run in the same circles.” And Ganyu was the only other kid who looked as miserable as Ei did at the gatherings. “I haven’t met the half-sister she mentioned though.”

Yae hums. “Maybe a recent discovery for herself?”

Mei hushes them and hurries them along as the line clears.

An extremely tall woman waits at the top of the stairs, rubbing the bridge of her nose after the latest merchant kowtows at her feet, fan dangling from one hand. When she sees the party approaching, she perks. “Raiden Mei. It is good to see you here. You always prove to be more interesting than the people I usually meet.”

Her mother greets the host with a wide smile. “Lady Ningguang, thank you for inviting us.”

“The pleasure is mine. You and your company have contributed a lot to the rise of ours. It’s a shame that our CEO couldn’t make it here due to an excursion he promised to be on. He should be back in a couple of days.” Ningguang glances over the twins. Her eyes glitter. “Oh, and you two look familiar. Which one of you is Raiden Ei?”

Confused, Ei raises her hand while Ningguang examines her curiously like Ei is an exquisite porcelain case about to be purchased. “How do you know my name?”

“Who doesn’t?” Ningguang smiles at Makoto. “The Raiden twins—some of the most eligible bachelorettes in our circle.” Upon seeing Yae stiffen, Ningguang adds, “Provided that they’re not already taken.”

She reaches her hand forward in a handshake while Yae steps up to introduce herself. “You’re Saiguu’s girl, aren’t you? Quite a pretty one you turned out to be. It’s a shame Zhongli couldn’t be here. His newest partner decided to take him out on a trek to Wuwang Hill for some kind of cleansing of sorts.”

Ei asks, “Who is Zhongli?”

Everyone turns to stare at her. Her mother looks confused at Ei’s question while Ningguang answers, “You might know him better by his title of Rex Lapis or Morax. He’s the head of my company even though I oversee pretty much everything,” she sighs. “I’m sure if he’d known you would be here, he would have been interested in swinging by.”

“Why do you say that?” Ei frowns.

“Ningguang.” A woman with long twin tails the colour of lilacs comes up. “Sorry for the interruption, but we saw La Signora skulking around on the grounds.”

She spots the party and bows briefly. “Mrs. Raiden, good to see you here. My parents wondered if you wanted to proceed with the land purchase near Lisha.”

Mei smiles. “Please tell them that we will and to get in touch with our purchasing department. Thank you for following up, Keqing, but honestly, go enjoy yourself. We’re at a party, for gods’ sake.”

Keqing scribbles down the suggestion. “I’ll put it on my to-do list. Lady Ningguang, your command?”

Ningguang tsks. “Let Beidou handle it. That’s what I keep her around for.”

Keqing mutters, “Among other things.” She nods and heads off, pausing halfway down the stairs. “La Signora also snuck in some paparazzi.”

Ningguang groans. “I bet she plans to make a scene.” She clicks her fan close. “You would think a so-called top-tier fashion designer and artist would know how to handle a turn down better. Perhaps, she should have stuck to modelling if she was going to throw such a fit.”

She nods to Ei, Makoto, and Mei. “My apologies, ladies. I need to take out some trash.”

As Ningguang heads down the stairs, Makoto leans over to Ei, whispering, “I don’t think La Signora can take any more burns at this rate.”

Ei replies, “That’s too bad. I enjoyed her brief stint in pop music.”

Their mother clears her throat, guiding them back to the ballroom floor. “Now, girls, we’re only going to be here a short amount of time to—“

A group of wandering researchers seem to come out of nowhere to surround Mei, who glances around confusedly as they fire question after question about her work. They carry her off in a split second while the trio watches them.

Makoto turns around, shrugging. “Mom will be back. C’mon, Ei. Let’s get you someplace quiet and—“

A stream of beautiful women and handsome men rustle up next to Makoto, surrounding her. They lead her off, chattering her ear off even as she glances back at her sister, alarmed. Ei steps forward to follow, but the crowd steps between, causing her to lose sight of Makoto in a second.

Ei stops, taking several deep breaths and trying to calm the anxiety wrapping itself tightly around her nerves. “She’ll be back too. Makoto always returns.”

Yae crosses her arms, tapping her chin in thought. “Well, looks like that rich lady wasn’t kidding. Makoto is certainly the most eligible bachelorette in this party.” She glances at Ei. “And you are too.”

Ei reaches out to squeeze her shoulder. “I’m already taken.”

Yae’s eyes glitter. “That’s what I like to hear.”

Spotting a glimpse of blue out of the corner of her eye, Ei turns, catching sight of a famous son of a merchant house. “Look, there is Xingqiu from the Feiyun Commerce Guild. In the past, he’s expressed interest in writing and publishing his written works. Perhaps, he can be a good contact for you in the future.”

Yae straightens up, starting to walk over. She pauses, glancing back at Ei. “Will you be all right by yourself?”

Ei forces a smile on. “I’ll be okay. Go on. I’ll still be here.”

Yae looks unsure, but she nods and makes her way over to the young businessman and writer, introducing herself easily as she slips past the people surrounding him.

Ei exhales, glancing around and hoping no one recognizes her. A few do, and they greet her. Ei smiles tightly, answers automatically when they ask her how she’s doing, though she never understood why they’d bothered asking if they didn’t genuinely care. She laughs at the appropriate times, like how Makoto coached her to do so, and excuses herself after politely nodding along to superficial topics, the speakers sometimes lost in the sound of their own voice. The repetition of this ritual grinds on her each time someone stops her to chatter on.

She glances over, watching Yae melt into the crowd like water, like she’s in her element. Her confidence poise and smirk conveys that to Ei far better than any words could. Ei only wishes she had that amount of social grace.

She makes her way to the nearest wall to hide there, but she’s caught by someone on the way.

A sharp-featured woman cuts in front of her, dragging her quickly by the arm. “Miss Raiden, what a pleasure to see you. You must try the champagne here. It’s absolutely divine.”

Ei barely recognizes her, though she recalls she is a heiress of a rival company. “I don’t drink—“

The woman ignores her as she snatches a flute off of a passing waiter’s tray, nearly shoving the whole thing into Ei’s hand. “You won’t even indulge the host in appreciating the fine drinks they paid for? Your parents didn’t teach you to be so ungracious, did they?”

Ei smiles tightly, feeling her hand clench around the stem of her wine glass. She takes a sip, the liquid bubbling and bitter on her tongue as the woman watches her with an almost greedy stare.

The heiress leans in, voice low. “Your mother’s patents—“

Yae’s voice cuts in. “Ei, is this where you’ve been? Why so secluded? The party’s over there.”

A tug on Ei’s arm, and Ei nearly jolts when Yae wraps herself around it. She greets the heiress with a charming smile, though there’s a sharp look in her eyes. “Oh my? Isn’t this quite a concerning scenario? I wonder what the host would say if they found you cornering the daughter of their friends and trying to pry drunken secrets out of her?” Yae turns to the ballroom. “Let’s call them and ask.”

The heiress stiffens. “No need. I was just concerned about the amount she was drinking.” She clucks her tongue, looking disappointed but moving on.

Yae keeps her smile until the woman disappears into the crowd before dropping it. She hisses, “Some of these people are vipers.” Sighing, she says, “But it’s not that different from some of my business classes, truth be told.”

A voice from behind them adds, “Or law school.”

They turn to see a short red-haired girl holding a canapé. She holds out her hand. “Yanfei. Legal prodigy. I specialize in corporate and intellectual property law with an interest in international businesses.”

Yae perks. She returns the gesture. “Then, I may have a need for your services in the future.”

Yanfei grins. “Figured as much. I have a knack for finding clients who benefit from my work.”

As Yae and Yanfei chat further about what exactly the latter does, Ei finds herself drifting to the quietest corner of the room, the tinkle of glasses and loud chatter sounding like cacophony cranked up to the maximum volume in her ears. The voices are too loud, the words overlapping like waves crashing into one another. Her dress suddenly feels too tight, too hot under the overly bright lights. There’s not enough space. Ei feels tightness constrict her throat down to her stomach, and panic grasps at her heart in a cold clench.

She needs to get out. Somewhere. Anywhere.

A screech splits the air. Everyone turns to a woman with platinum-blonde hair dressed in white and red who somehow manages to flip over a table before being tackled by a tall brunette with an eyepatch. A fistfight breaks out, and someone who looks a bit like Ganyu drifts into it as Ganyu rushes in to pull her off.

La Signora manages to somehow throw the eyepatched woman onto another table, the woman groaning as she tries to get up from broken wood. Keqing steps up, whipping out what looks like a taser as La Signora starts screaming.

Instantly, everyone whips their phone out to record La Signora fighting off the guards and Keqing’s taser. Ei slips away onto a secluded balcony, to a far corner outside the reach of the lights inside.

Her nerves are still screaming under her skin, tremors and shakes wracking her body as she closes her eyes to shut out everything.

Her heartbeat races out of her ears, her throat. There’s too much all at once. She feels like she’s drowning, like someone is holding her underwater while she’s thrashing for air.

Yae’s voice calls out, cutting through the noise. “Ei?”

Her silhouette is highlighted in a golden glow as she approaches Ei huddled in the shadows. “Are you okay? Makoto said she saw you having something called a meltdown in there.”

Ei squats. She rocks back and forth, tucking her head into her arms. “I’m fine.”

“Anyone with eyes can clearly see that you’re not.”

Yae softens. She lowers herself and reaches out to touch the small of Ei’s back, and Ei twists away, snapping. “Not now. I don’t need you to try to…get a fuck from me.”

“You think that’s all you are?” Yae’s voice is quiet, hurt. It’s the first time Ei has ever heard that tone from her. She stops, turning around as Yae continues, “You’re so much more than that.”

“Then, what do you call all the—“ Ei makes a gesture like she’s trying to physically grasp words. “—all of this?”

“I don’t fuck you. Unlike the others, I feel it here.” Yae taps her chest. “In my heart. In my soul.” She shakes her head. “I make love to you with everything I have.”

“Well, that’s—“ Ei grits her teeth, ripping a hand through her hair. She wraps her arms around her knees as if to block out the outside world. “—I’m sorry, Miko. I just—give me a moment, please.”

Ei closes her eyes, feeling crushed by the shame welling up inside her chest, brushing up against her lungs until she can’t breathe. “I just can’t—it’s too much.”

Yae rubs soothing circles in Ei’s back even as the latter stiffens. “Are you feeling overwhelmed? What do you need me to do?”

Ei shakes her head, voice gone. But Yae seems to understand.

They stay like that in a corner of the balcony for a few minutes. Maybe more. Ei starts to shake. “You shouldn’t have seen me like that, Miko. I—“

Yae cuts in. “Am human and have moments when you fall apart too.” She watches Ei’s expression carefully. “You don’t need to be perfect. I accept you just as you are.”

Maybe she shouldn’t.

Ei clutches her arms. “You should date someone better. Maybe Makoto—“

Yae scoffs, “If I wanted to date her, I would have.”

Makoto’s voice floats over to them from the doorway, “You would have tried.”

Ei looks up as Makoto makes her way over, squatting down to meet her gaze. “Are you okay?”

Ei shakes her head, and Makoto continues on, tone gentle. “What do you need? Space? Silence? Us to just be here?”

Nodding, Ei keeps her face tucked away, and Makoto lightly rubs her shoulder. “Hey, you’re okay. I got you.”

Yae’s voice drifts in from her other side. “I do too. Take your time.”

Silently, Makoto gets up and closes the glass double doors to the balcony, cutting them off from the party. “Go ahead, Ei.”

Ei launches herself towards the ledge, tightly gripping onto the marble and bellowing out into the night over the mountainside. All the stress from the noise and overstimulation blast out of her system in a cross between a scream and a cry, and the partygoers probably think an eagle is being strangled somewhere.

Once she runs out of air, she feels the tremors start in her arms and legs, and she slouches over the railing. After what feels like an eternity, Ei exhales and gets up, nerves still feeling raw and frayed, but panic no longer squeezes at her throat, her chest. A few seconds later, horror hits her as she begins to calm down: Yae saw everything. She probably thinks Ei is a freak.

Ei turns. “Miko, I—I’m sorry you had to see that.” She stares at the ground, unable to look at Yae’s face. “I just couldn’t cope, and I had to let it out. I don’t usually do this. I’m more normal. I don’t—“

Yae presses a finger against her lips. “Ei, stop. I told you that I accept you for who you are and who you are not. Nothing I saw tonight is going to change that.” She shrugs. “Plus, Makoto already prepared me for this during the ride over while you were sleeping.”

Ei shakes her head. “But I should be better. I should be able to handle this—”

Makoto cuts in, “Stop apologizing. You did nothing wrong.” She reaches down to squeeze Ei’s hand. “Let’s head back to the plane and wait for Mom there. I’m kind of sick of people preening themselves in front of me as if I’ll accept an engagement on the spot.”

She glances over at Yae. “And good thing you’re already tamed. Otherwise, you might have gone to town in there, given your history.”

“What are you insinuating?” Yae places a hand on her chest. “I’m simply grateful for the many opportunities to sample a whole variety of women to figure out what I liked before I picked your sister. Wouldn’t you consider it merely clever discernment?”

“I would if you weren’t trying to make excuses for your ho-bag days.” Makoto scoffs, “You’re a schemer at heart, Yae. But not a bad one.”

Yae raises an eyebrow. “That’s quite a claim. Why, I’m such a naturally supportive person that if I were a song, it’d be—“

Makoto interrupts, “What? ‘By 2 am, I hope I’m naked with her’?”

Yae shoves her away. “Anyway, Ei, we should get you back to the plane.”

Makoto and Yae bicker the entire way back, but Ei finds their exchange soothing in a way, lacking in any real venom. Makoto tells one of the servants to let their mother know that they would be exiting the party as they walk through the doorway. They nod goodbye to Ningguang who waves distractedly at them while watching her guards haul a tied up and gagged Signora into a police van.

The plane is quiet, safe. Yae and Makoto raid the chips section of the snack bar while Ei goes through a few bags of candy, a relieving sense of calmness coming back the more she stays in their presence. Mei doesn’t take too long to return, looking a bit frazzled herself, and groaning loudly when she sinks into a leather seat while Ei offering her some caramel corn in empathy. The pilot takes off shortly afterwards, and Ei drifts off, waking up only when they touch back down in Inazuma.

Makoto and Yae haul her into the car to return home and help her out when they arrive. Makoto wraps an arm around her shoulders while Yae grabs the other side. Her sister kisses her cheek. “You’ll be okay.”

Ei sighs as they look up at the sight of her house, Mei having already wandered with a hand pressed to her temple, complaining of a similar headache to Ei’s. “Yes, it’s good to be here.”

Yae tilts her head. “Back at the house?”

Ei turns to Makoto first, pulling her sister in briefly and returning the kiss before whirling around to Yae and nuzzling her.

She exhales, relieved. “No, home.”
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    Ei relays everything that happened with the party and Yae to Makoto as they brush their teeth together in one of the bathrooms. The twins have their own separate washrooms, but they still choose to get ready for bed in one.

“…and Miko said that.” She paces in a line on the marble tiles while Makoto finishes gargling. “She’s amazing. I don’t know what to do.”

“You put a ring on her—that’s what you do.” Makoto rinses her mouth.

“But I’d never—isn’t it too soon?” Ei makes weird clenching motions with her hands. “I thought you would be the one to get married and have kids. I always thought that I would…”

Makoto raises a brow. “Remain single?”

“Die alone,” Ei finishes. “Not that I minded.” She wrings her hands. “How many diamonds should I get?”

“Relax, that was a joke.” Makoto pats her shoulder. “Whatever you two want to do is your own business…as long as it remains legal, ethical, and moral. Don’t get stuff traced back to the family.”

Ei laughs. “Yeah, that sounds like Dad. You got his impression dead-on.”

Makoto shrugs modestly. “I try.”

She sighs, leaning against the counter. “Seriously though, you look so happy. I’m glad for you. It makes me wish I had a partner like that too.”

“You want to date someone like Miko?”

“Kind of. I like certain aspects. She’s very funny and charming when she wants to be. She’s not afraid to be upfront with what she wants, and she’s unconventional and slightly eccentric. I think it would be fun to be with someone like that.”

“Oh, I do know—“ Ei stops herself. She still hasn’t talked to Sara about Saiguu like Yae told her to do. “I mean I’m sorry you’ll die single.”

“Yeah, thanks.” Makoto squints at her. “Something’s up. You’ve been acting weird whenever I bring up—“

“I just…I don’t know how I’d feel about you dating.”

“Why does that matter? Apparently, I’m going to die single.” Makoto rolls her eyes. “Don’t mind me. I’ll just prepare my coffin now. Guess I’ll be the first one in the family to die of celibacy.”

“…you’re pretty upset about this topic.”

“Well, maybe I want to be the one to go on a sex rampage with my hot girlfriend throughout campus too!”

“…I never want to hear those words from you again. Also, we are not—” Maybe Ei really needs Yae to dial it down if she already has this kind of reputation. “—I’m not intentionally trying to make you feel bad, Makoto. You know that.”

“Yeah, but—” Makoto sighs, running her hand through her hair, “—sorry, Ei. I just wished I had the freedom you had instead of feeling like everyone’s always watching me.”

Ei softens. She reaches over to give her sister a hug. “I’m sorry you always had to shoulder the burden for me. Maybe I can do something to take some pressure off of you.”

Makoto shakes her head. “Don’t worry about it. I’m just venting.” She gives Ei a gentle shoulder bump. “Thanks for listening.”

“Wait.” Ei’s brain finishes processing their conversation as they head out the door. “You think Miko is hot?”

“ANYWAY…”

The twins nearly bicker down the hallway, with Ei trying to pry Makoto’s opinion of Yae’s attractiveness out of her and Makoto deftly deflecting the topic. “…Yae was actually on good behaviour this time, and she jumped in quite well when you were having your meltdown.” She brushes off another of Ei’s attempts to ask about the previous topic. “She’s really matured so quickly, that playgirl of yours.” Makoto looks thoughtful as she makes her way towards her own bedroom doors. “I’m glad that you gave her a shot.”

So is Ei. In fact, she ponders over how much of her life has changed since Yae pushed her way in, and a warmth builds in her chest—a fragile-feeling flame that spreads a tender smile across her face.

Maybe she should show her appreciation for tonight in a way that Yae would like.

When she enters her room, she finds Yae sitting nearby at a desk, texting on her phone and looking pleased. “I know you didn’t have as good of an evening as you wanted, but I did get quite a few good contacts from there. Now, to figure out a timeline of when I need to reach out to these people once I start launching my bookstore…”

Ei doesn’t hear the rest. She strolls up, snatching the phone out of her hands, and pulling Yae’s head back in a sudden kiss. Yae makes a surprised sound then a moan as Ei runs a hand down her collarbone and into her nightgown. “What’s gotten into you? Not that I mind.”

“I was thinking…” Ei leans in, whispering in Yae’s ear. “…that I could reward you with some affection tonight.”

Yae pulls back, looking suddenly displeased. “Look, I didn’t do that to be rewarded with sex…though that is a nice compensation. I did it because—“

Ei exhales, voice low. “Miko, let me make love to you with everything I have.”

That seems to hush any more protests from Yae who stares, wide-eyed, before nodding stiffly and heading over to the bed. Ei almost wants to laugh with how oddly Yae seems to be moving—like she’s trying hard to restrain herself from being overly excited.

“Well?” Yae seats herself, crossing her arms. “What did you have in mind? Do note that I have seen quite a large range of—“

Ei sweeps up to her, trapping Yae between her arms. “But you haven’t seen me like this.” She leans in. “I’m going to take you any way I want.”

Yae’s pupils blow out into dark discs. Her voice is raspier, almost a growl. “You’re mistaken.” She pulls Ei down into her. “You could have had that any time.”

Yae is burning under her touch, already panting and pulling off her clothes between increasingly heated kisses as Ei trails her fingers through Yae’s hair, around her collarbone, and down her back. She marvels at how eagerly Yae pushes against her, mouthing at her jaw and neck, and making noises that almost sound like whimpers. It’s strange how Yae could make her feel so desired by being the one desperately wanting.

Her musing gets interrupted by an unwanted thought that wonders if this is how Yae was before with all of her ladies of the night—seductive and thrilling with a voice that sends tingles down women’s spines. She’s confused by where that comes from, but now the idea starts to grow. By the way Yae writhes and wriggles under her, hips rocking, Ei could believe that Yae craves her only.

But Ei knows she’s inexperienced. And not quite normal. She could see it in the way her classmates used to look at her when she was younger—a mix of scorn, disbelief, and fear. Something isn’t right about her, she was often told by her peers, and, sometimes, she thought they might be correct. Why else would these social interactions that came so naturally to others be so hard for her? Why else would a single party be so overwhelming for her? She must be broken somewhere. Deficient somewhere.

Ei freezes in bed, caught by her thoughts. She wonders if she’s good enough as she is.

Yae’s hand touches her face. “Look at me.” She peers closely. “Where are you? I’m right here.”

“I—” Ei blinks, feeling oddly suspended as if she was in her body and out of it at the same time. Her heartbeat accelerates, an instinct telling her to escape as quickly as she can. “I’m…” She doesn’t know how to answer.

Yae holds her face, touching their foreheads together. “Breathe with me. You’re right here. You’re safe.”

Ei stiffens before she closes her eyes, trying to match Yae’s breathing patterns. Slowly, her body unclenches, and the beating of her heart slows. She begins to tremble, breathing catching and tears coming to her eyes. She doesn’t know why she’s crying.

Yae cradles her close. “It looks like tonight brought up some bad memories.” She peppers kisses along Ei’s face, examining her like something fragile about to break. “Let’s not do this right now.”

“No, but I should show you…” Ei struggles to detangle herself, feeling suddenly weak like her muscles disintegrated. “…that I’m grateful that you could love someone as broken as me.”

Yae whispers, “You’re not, Ei. You’re fine the way you are.” She nuzzles against Ei’s throat. “I’ll kill whoever told you otherwise.”

Ei smiles, lips quirking. “Not necessary, but I…”

Yae lays her down, pulls the blanket up over them, and curls closely into her. “Let’s put a pause on this. I’m feeling quite tired all of a sudden.” She presses a kiss against Ei’s nape. “Would that be all right with you?”

Ei nods, conflicted, feeling like she should continue and relieved at the same time. “I…would be okay with that.”

“All right.” Yae cuddles closer. “Just to be clear, you still owe me a prospective amazing lay. I’m just suspending it for the moment.”

Ei laughs, “Okay.” She grows quiet, struggling to put her thoughts into words. “Miko, I…don’t know what’s going on.”

“That’s fine. I’ll still be here when you figure it out.” Yae yawns against her back, and Ei strangely feels safe.

The next morning, Ei is up first, sitting at her writing desk and watching sunlight move across the floor to the bed through the windows. She wonders if what she’s done was appropriate, was right—fretting about if Yae thought she was strange and fragmented like most other people in her life. What would she do if Yae starts looking at her the same way others have in the past?

Her concerns are dashed the moment Yae wakes up, blinking herself awake before an expression of awe and adoration comes onto her face at the sight of Ei. Was that always there in her gaze?

Ei says, “Good morning,” as she watches Yae fumble out of bed, caught by the thick duvet cover and still half-sleeping. She catches Yae nearly falling off the edge of the bed as the latter plants quick kisses over her face—her chin, her cheeks, her forehead. “I take it you had a good rest.”

“More than good.” Yae pulls back, looking at her face. “Are you okay?”

“I’m better than last night.” Ei takes a breath. “I’m sorry—”

Yae places a finger on Ei’s lips. “Don’t apologize. I love you however you are, no matter where you are up here.” She prods Ei’s head. “Is that clear?”

“Yes.” Ei’s face flushes at the words, and heat quickly shoots through her body. She coughs, “We probably should get ready for breakfast.”

They shower and dress for the day, and, still, Yae wears that puzzling expression of subtle adoration, touching Ei from time to time as if making sure she’s still there.

It stays on her face all throughout breakfast with Yae turning once in a while to give her an expression between smirking and something softer. Once in a while, concern would cross her face, and Yae would look at her with a slightly worried expression before Ei would shake her head, and Yae would relax.

Makoto elbows her once they start walking to the tea room after breakfast. “What did you do to her? This is the first time I’ve ever seen her so quiet.”

Ei shifts uncomfortably. “I had a breakdown.”

Makoto pauses, stopping Ei with a hand on her shoulder. “Are you okay? Do you want to talk about it?”

“Later.” Ei shakes her head, noting Yae pausing to look back at them. “Once we’re alone.”

Makoto nods. “Whenever you feel ready, sis.” She squeezes Ei’s hand. “I’ll be here.”

Ei squeezes back.

They enter the tea room, a minimal place with massive windows reaching from floor to ceiling. A stern-looking man is already there, preparing steaming green tea in an elaborate display in the middle of the room.

Ei’s mother waves them over to the table. “Thank you for joining me, girls. My husband finally has some time to drop by and asks us to wait here.”

Yae glances at the man beside them. “What is up with him then?”

“Yasu likes a properly brewed cup of tea.” Mei sighs. “The man can be so picky.”

Yae studies her. “Even about the people in your daughters’ lives?”

Mei nods rapidly. “Oh, yes. He was particularly very careful about who the twins would have around when they were growing up. He wanted them to continue to be pulled forward to achieve by the company they keep.” She pauses, recalling something. “Plus, he didn’t want the twins to become too sassy.”

“Too late for Makoto then.” Yae shrugs while the twin in question shoots her a look. “Anyway, tell me more about your husband. What is he like?”

As Mei rattles on, Ei watches Yae soak up the information like a sponge, nodding along at appropriate intervals. Once in a while, she catches Ei’s eye and shoots her a quick smile—one that’s so relaxed and genuine that Makoto raises her brows at how unguarded Yae looks.

Makoto leans over, whispering, “Seriously, what did you do?”

Before Ei could answer, a neatly dressed man with combed back hair appears at the door, the flecks of white and grey in his strands making him look distinguished.

Ei chokes on her tea in surprise. “Father.”

Yasu is still in a steel-grey business suit. He crosses the carpet to plant a kiss on his wife’s face, ruffling Makoto’s hair with one hand and Ei’s with the other. His steps are light, his poise deliberate, and his gaze sharp as he neatly seats himself on the couch. “My apologies for running a little late. The meeting with Lord Kusanali went on longer than I had predicted.”

Yae straightens up at the sight of him. Both of their eyes narrow, like foxes recognizing one another at the border of their territories. “Hello, Mr. Raiden. It’s a pleasure to meet you at last.”

“Likewise.” Yasu casually extends his hand, briefly shaking Yae’s before returning it to his side. “I have heard a lot about you from my wife.”

“All good things, I hope?”

Yasu smiles slightly. “Perhaps.” He leans back, crossing one leg over the other and looking relaxed. “Tell me more about how you’re enjoying your trip here so far.”

As Yae and Ei’s father continue on with their small talk, Makoto leans over and whispers in Ei’s ear, “Huh, so that’s why Yae seems so familiar.”

Ei blinks. “What do you mean?”

Makoto shakes her head. “If you didn’t notice it, it’s not my place to say.”

Ei doesn’t get it. She leans in to ask more about it when she catches Yae mentioning once again that she wants to open a publishing house.

Yasu stares at Yae over his fingers. “Why? What is about selling books?”

Yae smiles. “It’s not about that. It’s about the stories. We’re wired to learn and crave the ideas and experiences of others. We’re drawn more and more to find out what happens as we turn every page, as we hang onto every word. We change and transform with every life we consume on the page, on the screen, in our dreams.”

Yae grins, eye teeth visible. “When we are hooked into a story, aren’t we all driven by the desire to know how it ends?”

“Only if the story is any good.” Yasu leans back, face impassive though his eyes flit over her. “What do you hope to gain out of it? Your personal goals?”

“Wealth, of course. Renown. All the usual pretty stuff. It would also be good to see how far I can go with this particular idea.” Yae continues, “In addition to that, it would be wonderful to move to a new stage of life—professional and real despite—“

Makoto coughs, laughing. She pounds on her chest while hastily putting down her tea cup. “You care about professionalism?”

“Yes, I do. Shut up, Makoto.” Yae glances at Yasu before coughing. “My apologies. Your daughters and I are quite informal at school, and habits can be hard to break. Anyway, my goals are to find more people who share more literary interests and connect them in a meaningful way—through their shared love of stories.”

Yasu cocks his head, remarkably reminding Ei of Yae. “Interesting.” He turns his teacup. “Where are you planning to open your store?”

“There is a district in Inazuma Ciry where the rent is fairly affordable for a new business and yet has lots of foot traffic.” Yae pauses. “I’ve spoken to a lot of real estate agents and already have a potential landlord in mind to sign a six month lease. A perfect amount of time to test the waters of demand.”

“Why not online?” Yasu almost looks bored if not for the narrowing of his eyes. “With the property and construction costs nearly tripling in the last year due to inflation, it would make more sense to have a website and a storage place to house the books for inventory.”

“Because an online store won’t be a meeting space where readers can come together, discover new ideas or books, and celebrate their local community. Recommending a good book is more than listening to a suggestion; it can be a resonating experience since literature can emotionally connect with us in ways other mediums can’t.” She claps her hands together, glancing briefly at Ei. “Besides, I have bigger aspirations than to just sell books.”

Yasu glances at Ei as well. “I may have to hear about those later. Tell me more about your plans.”

As the pair continue their discussion, Ei looks over at Yae in amazement, watching her shake and tease out business ideas with Ei’s father. Makoto watches too, slightly gaping. She leans over, whispering, “Did you know that Yae had such a sharp business mind?”

“No. I thought all she daydreamed about was sex.”

They’re interrupted by their father clearing his throat. “You would need seed money for your future company, correct? Rent in Inazuma City does not come cheap.”

Yae falters slightly. “Yes, that would be the only point where I have not fully figured out a solution. However, gaining a loan would be the most logical course of action.”

“The interest rates might bury you alone if you go straight to the bank. A reasonable private investor might be better.” His father taps his fingers along the armrest. “Would half a million do?”

Yae stiffens, and her eyes go wide. At that response, Yasu raises an eyebrow. “Not enough? Two million? Five?”

Licking her lips, Yae glances sidelong at Ei, wavering. “That is more than needed.”

Yasu also looks at Ei before glancing back at Yae. “And you would take it in a heartbeat?” He drums his fingers on the armrest. “Most people would, but that’s why most go bankrupt shortly afterwards—financially and relationally.” He tilts his head. “So, what will you choose?”

Yae closes her eyes and takes a long breath. When she exhales, she meets his gaze, sitting up straighter. “Your offer is extremely generous, but I would do better in the future with the invaluable guidance of your mentoring and coaching.”

When Ei’s father looks surprised, she continues on, “You might be concerned that I am taking advantage of your daughter’s financial status, rightfully so since you do not know where I came from.” She lifts a hand to silence Ei who opens her mouth to protest. “I don’t blame you. I can only ask that you grant me time for my actions to prove where I stand in my affections for Ei.

“You daughter means the world to me. I would choose her over money any day. At the same time, it would be foolish of me to think we can survive on love alone. I need wealth to take care of her at the level you do, to afford her the care she deserves, to fund the dreams in her heart. Money and proven wisdom would lead to a prosperous life. And I would be grateful beyond measure to be blessed with your guidance in the pursuit of it.”

Yasu blinks. He straightens up, looking at Yae like he’s seeing her for the first time. Yae doesn’t look away.

Ei’s father stares for such a long moment that Ei could feel everyone holding in their breath before he nods slightly. Yae’s shoulders relax, and she looks relieved. She nods back. Then, Ei’s mother copies the motion, and Makoto joins in. And Ei still has no idea what they’re all nodding about.

Yasu sits up, picking up his cup of coffee. “What a cunning young woman you have found for yourself, Ei. Far wiser than her years would suggest.”

He glances at his wife. “Well?”

Mei taps something on her wrist watch. “Her genetic report shows exceptional health, which is good news.”

Yae’s mouth falls open. “My genetic—when did you—“

Ei’s mother waves off the question. “You were quite careless with your DNA—not washing the glasses you drank from and leaving bits of skin and hair cells everywhere. In any case, I got your DNA analyzed and found that you have exceptionally healthy and robust genes, particularly for fertility. Why, we could combine your DNA’s with Ei’s in one of our labs if you choose to have kids. You could carry it easily!”

“…there are too many things to address in that speech. And maybe a lawsuit or two.” Yae clears her throat. “But…I think I hear approval in it.” She smiles when Ei takes her hand. “But even if you didn’t, that wouldn’t phase me. Nothing would rock us.”

Ei reaches over to squeeze Yae’s hand. “Even if you did not approve, she isn’t going anywhere.”

Her mother and father glance at each other. Ei hears her heartbeat in her ears and the faint sensation of Yae squeezing back. “She’s not interested in me just because of money.”

Her father’s brows furrow. “What are you talking about?”

“Your concern about her. Isn’t it because…you’re afraid that she’s exploiting my affections?”

Ei’s mother looks surprised. “No, she seems quite genuine about her attachment to you. That was no issue with us. Our main worry is that we don’t know how your fiancé is going to take this.”

Her…her what?

Ei frowns. “I have one?” Yae is crushing her hand, and she’s sure that that isn’t a good sign. “Since when?”

“Since you and Makoto were a few years old. We wanted to ensure you two would be taken care of when you got married, so we reached out to a couple of our contacts with children.” Ei’s mother claps her hand together. “As you two got older, we realized that, perhaps, you two deserve a chance to find love on your own, but the contracts were already signed. We were worried, especially for you. We…uh…we thought you’d die alone—”

Fair enough.

“—so we arranged an engagement with a successful young man from a good family background.” Her mother squints. “I even told you when you went off to post-secondary.”

Ei searches her memory. Ah, it must have been that day she was frantically packing the rest of her clothing into her suitcase before rushing out the door as her mother was saying something. Whoops.

Makoto pats her shoulder. “That’s rough, sis.”

Their mother clucks her tongue. “You’re engaged too, Makoto. Honestly—“ she continues over Makoto’s loud ‘WHAT’, “—were either of you girls listening? I just said that both of you have one each.”

Ei leans forward. “We can cancel the engagement, right?”

“Theoretically, you should be, but the gentleman takes his contracts rather seriously. He’s quite an eccentric character. Seems to have the Mora touch with every industry he gets into from consulting to mining to real estate. Recently, he formed an unusual partnership with Wangsheng Funeral Parlor, but who am I to judge his business acumen?” Ei’s mother rubs her chin in thought. “Now, where was I? Oh, right. You might not be able to convince him to break the engagement.”

Ei opens her mouth to respond when Yae does instead, snarling. “Give us his contact info. We’ll certainly make him think about it.”
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    After the chat with Ei’s parents, Yae returns to their shared room and smashes the number they gave her so hard into her cell phone that she probably sprained her thumbs on the glass. It doesn’t help that Ei’s parents swear they would have gotten her engaged to some woman nicknamed the Tsaritsa instead had they known Ei swung that way instead.

She snarls as the dial tone kicks in, and a polite, albeit familiar, female voice picks up. “Enduring Rock Inc. How may I help you?”

“Yes, you can tell your CEO where to shove his—“

Ei rips the phone away from her. “Sorry about that. This is Raiden Ei.” She puts it on speakerphone so Yae can hear. “Can we speak to your boss?” She frowns. “Are you Ganyu?”

“Oh, Ei! Yes, it’s me. I’m the assistant to all of the major leaders here. It’s a surprise to hear from you so soon.” A pause. “And who was just on the phone now?”

“Uh…that’s what we’d like to speak to Zhongli about.” Ei glances sidelong at her, and Yae exhales, unclenching her hands, the imprints of her nails still visible on her skin. “Is he available?”

“I’m sorry, but he’s still on a trip to Wuwang Hill. However, he did give me permission to interrupt him if something important came up.” A clicking sound that sounds like Ganyu is typing. “I can slot you for dinner tonight if you’d like?”

“Actually, could you leave a message for me?”

“My apologies, but he left me specific instructions to not accept anything before he spoke with you face-to-face first.”

“Oh, I see. I guess dinner would be good then. Just text me the time and place.” Ei proceeds to give Ganyu her contact info while Yae tenses her jaw so tightly, her teeth hurt. She hangs up, looking over with a concerned expression. “Miko—“

“You’re going to marry someone else,” Yae snaps. 

“Yes.” Ei pauses. “You seem upset.”

“Really? Whatever gave you that idea?” She scowls as she throws herself into a seat. “Can’t believe you were engaged this entire time.”

“I didn’t know!”

Yae points at her. “You played me!”

“I DIDN’T KNOW.”

“WOMANIZER.”

A knock sounds at the door, and Makoto strides in a moment later, white folders under her arms. She pauses. “Is this a bad time?”

Yae stands, stiffening. “No. What’s that you’ve got?”

Makoto glances at her sister. “The dossiers on our fiancés. Just got these from Mom and Dad’s legal team along with copies of our arranged marriage contracts.”

She hands Ei what is presumably her folder, and Ei opens it to reveal a headshot of a man in his mid-twenties, handsome and serious-looking with what looks like amber eyeliner.

“He looks like the frontman for a K-Pop band,” Yae hisses. “Pretty boy.”

Makoto whistles. “He’s good-looking. Mine looks like a 14-year-old.” 

She flips open her folder to show a picture of a young-looking man with bright green eyes and a jaunty hat. “Apparently, he skips out of his duties by disappearing for months at a time. Last time his company found him, he was busking in Fontaine with a ukulele and a harmonica.” Makoto looks at Ei. “Can we trad—“

“No.”

Yae yanks the dossier from Ei. “Gimme that.” She scans through the files inside to get a quick understanding of who they’re dealing with. “Heir to a construction and real estate company. Parents died young. Forced to take leadership at 16. Boosted revenue by 430% over the past ten years by revamping outdated systems and products. Voted one of the most successful CEOs under 30 by Qingce Business Review magazine. Voted most eligible bachelor in Liyue for three years running. Donates over a million dollars annually to charities that support orphans, puppies, and kittens. Spends his free time investing in potentially successful restaurants, tea shops, and storytellers.” 

She snaps the folder close. “Sounds boring. Don’t know why you’d possibly want him.”

Ei frowns. “Perhaps, we can reason with him to void the contract.”

“Good luck.” Makoto pulls out a sheaf of papers from underneath her folder. “By the way, here’s yours.”

“Thanks.” Ei takes it. “We can read it on the plane ride there.” She adds when Makoto looks curious. “We’re meeting him tonight.”

“Oh, let me know how it goes!” Makoto leans in, voice low. “And if you ever change your mind about trading—“

“No!”

Yae feels something twitch in her brow. “She’s not saying yes to him.” She grabs Ei by the arm, dragging her out of the room. “And we’re going to have a talk to let him know.”

They take the private jet, and the silence for the next three hours is rather awkward. Yae is furiously flipping through the contract to make sure she understands everything while Ei nervously taps her fingers on her armrest.

At some point, Ei looks at her. “What do you think he’s like?”

Yae waves off the question. “Probably some spoiled airhead who throws a fit if his tea isn’t prepared properly.”

Ei’s brows furrow. “But his bio—“

“Doesn’t matter. He’ll drop the contract the moment he’s inconvenienced.” Yae decides to change tactics and see what she can dig up about the man they’re meeting. “Meanwhile, I’m going to research the kind of reputation this guy has.”

She finds dozens of articles that range from praising him as a business god to those criticizing his ruthless decision to erase his former partner’s name from their joint company to scandals written about a particular affair with a Snezhnayan servant. 

Yae smiles. “I think I got the gist of the man we’re meeting.” She pats Ei’s hand. “We don’t have anything to worry about.”

They touch down in an airport outside Liyue shortly afterwards and grab a taxi to head into the city.

The first thing that catches their attention is the massive port that stretches for miles across—a spread of brilliant green water with cargo ships, barges, and yachts passing each other in their designated paths. Some of the roads are paved with stones, and all manner of vendors hawk their wares from the side, the smell of smoke and barbecued meats wafting into the air.

Their driver takes them down a side road that looks like it belongs in the richest district of the city with clean, new buildings, wrapped with decorations of silk, red-painted bamboo, and gold.

They meet Zhongli at one of his favourite restaurants at the top of a spiral of stairs, the dining area closed off into a private section with a painted screen. When they mention to the host whom they are meeting, the woman slams down her menu on her stand and immediately ushers them in.

The man in question is flipping through some reports while drinking from a porcelain cup of tea, finely groomed and serious. His dark hair is fashionably pulled back, his suit a respectable muted colour and immaculately clean. There’s a look of concentration on his face that doesn’t give any emotion other than complete focus. His expression changes when they approach, and he stands to greet them, nodding their way.

Zhongli’s eyes glances between the pair, crinkling at the sight of Ei. “It’s good to meet you at last.” He sits, gesturing for them to join him. “Have you eaten yet?”

Ei clears her throat as she sits down. “No, but we wanted to speak about the contract—“

Zhongli cuts in. “Pardon me for the interruption, but in Liyue, it is considered polite to make small talk when attending a business meeting. After all, we all do business with those we like, respect, and trust, and small talk helps to build such relationships.” 

He pauses, softening his tone. “I don’t say this to reprimand you but to help you adjust here. Once we get married, there will be lots of adjustments in terms of social customs and culture.” He covers Ei’s hand with his. “And I look forward to learning more about yours.”

Ei looks surprised. “Oh, that’s very thoughtful of you—“

Yae swats Zhongli’s hand off. “No, we haven’t eaten yet.” She smiles sweetly. “What would you recommend?”

“I have a few ideas.” He nods to a passing waiter. “I hope you enjoy yourselves.”

A few minutes later, steaming platters are brought out in front of them—lotus seed and bird egg soup, slices of matsutake meat rolls, almond tofu. A dish of deep-fried fish with a sweet and savoury red sauce makes Yae’s mouth water as she watches Zhongli smile when a dish filled with ham and bamboo shoots is set down in front of him.

Picking up his utensils, Zhongli fills Ei’s bowl with all kinds of food while Yae nearly snaps her chopsticks, watching. He glances at Ei’s expression and frowns. “What’s wrong?”

Ei bites her lip, glancing to the side. “I was just getting used to the idea of a girlfriend, and now I have a fiancé—“

“Please, if it puts you at ease, you may also call me your future husband.”

Yae grits her teeth. “Actually, that is what we would like to talk to you about after dinner.”

“Of course.”

Zhongli behaves perfectly during the meal, expertly recommending all sorts of wines and drinks to pair with the food with the polished air of an connoisseur. He is well-dressed, well-groomed, and professional-looking. Very pretty too. Yae mutters viciously about his amber eyeshadow, wondering why he even needs it.

“Did you know that Liyue started as a small fishing village and now has become one of the biggest hubs of trade in Tevyat? Let me walk you through the history.”

And on and on with his voice that sounds like an old man. 

Once they are satisfied, Zhongli waves for the waiters to take away the remaining dishes. “I believe that is enough conversation to get to know one another. Tell me about the specific inquiries you have.”

Yae slaps one hand down, ready to pounce. “Your decision to sell a critical portion of your mines to the Fatui brokers—“

“A crucial necessity in order to procure their cooperation to patrol the areas around them with their security. Snezhnayan guards are highly trained and professional, so it is of the utmost interest to my company to get proper protection of our assets.” Zhongli tilts his head. “A normal business trade-off, wouldn’t you agree?”

Yae decides to prod him with something more personal then. “And the rumours of your relationship with your pool boy—“

“Former pool boy.” Zhongli opens his hands, shrugging. “And what a beautiful few summers that was. Unfortunately, he had to return to Snezhnaya at the end of his contract, but we still share the memories of those times.”

Ei looks curious. “Oh? You didn’t consider renewing it to get him to stay?”

Zhongli peers at her through dark eyelashes. “I had a future wife to consider, and my understanding is that most women do not like sharing their partners.”

Damn right. Yae’s on the verge of strangling this pretty boy. “How about we change subjects. There was quite a stir in the news when you dropped your former business partner from your company credentials. Why was that?”

Zhongli goes quiet. “Guizhong didn’t want me to constantly be reminded of her departure as I moved forward to accomplish our dreams.” At Ei’s confusion, he adds, “Taken by cancer a few back when we were working on our projects together. She didn’t want her dying paraded around in the media so she kept it quiet.” He exhales. “She was like a sister to me.”

Oh. 

Yae feels lower than a stain at the bottom of a shoe. That was a bad idea.

Ei blinks before a consolating expression fills her face. She presses a hand onto Zhongli’s arm. “I’m so sorry to hear that. I don’t know how I would handle it if my sister died, though I imagine it would probably be very poorly.”

“Thank you.” He stares at his gloved hands for a long time before he turns to her and smiles. “One more thing to be grateful for in this upcoming marriage: a chance to get to know more people who will be family.”

“Okay, moving on.” Yae still feels like scum. “Sorry for bringing up that topic.”

He waves it off. “It is something that would have come up sooner or later.” He lifts up his tea cup to take a sip. “That being said, I heard from my assistant that she had met you two at Ningguang’s party the other night and that she got the sense you two were a couple. I have no wish to come between you, so I thought long and hard about a compromise that would satisfy us all. I believe I have it.” 

He opens his hands. “I would consider an open marriage if that would keep my future wife happy. You could continue your relationship, and I could fulfill the contract required of me.”

Ei thinks about it. “It does seem quite logical.”

“No, it does not!” Yae slams her hand on the table. “This girl is all mine.”

“Therein lies the problem.” Zhongli shrugs. “She’s not. At least, legally.”

Yae snarls, “Well, then break the contract!”

Zhongli blinks slowly. “I cannot void an unbreakable marriage contract.” He pauses. “Not least because it was one of the last wishes of my dead parents.”

Yae can’t believe he’s pulling the “dead parents” card. “I also have parents that I cannot speak to. Though mine are still alive, they are not interested in maintaining a connection with me.”

Zhongli nods, solemn. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Don’t be. It’s their loss.” Yae brushes it off. “My point being is that you can have your own path aside from your parents’ wishes, especially if they would be happier if you chose otherwise.”

“A fine sentiment.” He picks up his cup of tea. “The issue is that I am not doing solely to please them. I am doing this because I am a man of my word. The Raiden Clan has entrusted me with the care of their daughter.” He meets Yae’s gaze. “And given her daily needs, I am the best suited to provide financially for her. Far more than most people could ever hope to replicate, which is a necessity with the expectation put on us both. Unless—“ He raises an eyebrow when Yae opens her mouth to protest. “—you feel that you could meet all of her needs economically, socially, and politically, like I could? Would you be able to provide for her so that she can reach her potential, or would you have to ask her to downgrade her dreams because you can’t afford to support them?”

Yae stays quiet.

Ei glances between the two before insisting, “Miko is great, and I can take care of myself.”

“Perhaps.” Zhongli elegantly shrugs. “But as long as the contract remains intact, I will follow through on its intention.” He pauses, solemn. “Whatever that may entail.”

Ei asks, curious, “Even if that means your unhappiness?”

Zhongli crosses his arms, tilting his head and looking deep in remembrance. “You have grown up in similar circles, Ei. You know the expectations our families and our companies put on our shoulders. There is no option for casual dalliances, no quarter for the mercy of emotion. If I had the ability to change the past, would I do so? Perhaps.” He opens his eyes. “But you of all people understand that we are commanded to put our duties above our own happiness.”

They leave the restaurant with hanging heads after that last exchange with Zhongli reassuring them that he’ll have the bill put on his tab so Ningguang can take care of it.

Based on the total on the receipt, Yae would bet Ningguang would more likely kill him instead. She would help.

Coming to a quiet street just before the main road, they stop to think about the dinner. Yae paces to and fro, tension radiating from every limb as she broods over how much better off Zhongli is than her. She whips towards Ei. “You think I’m prettier than him, don’t you?”

“Y-yes?”

“Why is that a question?”

“Uh…because he is objectively quite pretty, but I get the sense that you don’t want to hear that?”

“Then, why did you—“ Yae huffs, pulling out a business card from her pocket and examining it under a streetlight. “Never mind. We’re close to an acquaintance’s place that might be able to help.”

They find a small corner office with the lights still on behind panes of frosted glass, despite the lateness of the night. Yae bangs on the doors, and a moment later, Yanfei appears, scowling. “My office hours are from 9 am to 5 pm, Monday to Friday—“

Yae barges past. “We have an emergency. Ei will pay you double your usual rate.” She fishes out the contract from her bag and slams it on Yanfei’s desk nearby. “This involves Morax.”

Yanfei instantly perks. “Well, now, I’m curious enough to take a look.”

She ushers them to a sitting room where pale yellow tea is poured into bright white and red cups with an image of a ghost on them. Yanfei looks embarrassed at the sight of them. “My friend Hu Tao got me this set. Said they match me.” She shrugs. “Regardless of how inappropriate they are, they are my only clean items.”

Ei shakes her head. “It’s not a concern. We would just like to hear your expertise on this matter, as this was signed between my parents and his. We would like to find a way to escape it.”

“My pleasure. Let me just get straight to work.” Yanfei scans through the contract for a long while, muttering once in a while. “Oh, this might be a problem. The writing here is quite watertight. An amazing piece of work, actually.”

“We’re not here to listen to you praise the clauses,” Yae snarls. “Is there anything that can help?”

Yanfei taps on a certain line. “Here. It says that Zhongli has agreed to marry a Raiden twin, but it doesn’t specify whom. Maybe your sister can marry him instead.”

Ei sinks into her seat. “She’s already got a fiancé of her own.”

“Oh.” Yanfei shrugs. “Maybe she can marry two people?”

Ei seems to be considering the idea before shaking her head. “I think polygamy is illegal here.”

“As it is in most of Tevyat, except for certain small regions.”  Yanfei sits back, looking stumped and awed. “This contract is pretty foolproof. Not much leeway to wriggle around in it. It even has your approximate wedding date on it.”

Stiffening, Ei asks, “When?”

“Right after you graduate. Luckily, you still have a few more years to figure out something, right?” Yanfei glances at Ei’s expression. “…right?”

Yae grits her teeth. “We’re both done next year.”

“Ah, well. Mazel tov then.”

They leave Yanfei’s office in noticeably lower spirits, Ei glancing over frequently at Yae who tenses her jaw so tightly, she feels like her teeth might shatter. 

“Miko, are you—“

“Not now, Ei.”

They walk on in silence, arriving in the middle of a brightly lit pavilion. Stopping by an open bar, a drunk man turns around on his bar stool, grinning and running his gaze up and down Yae. “Hey there, pretty mama. I’m Reckless Pallad, visiting from Mondstadt, and I think you’re so foxy that I wouldn’t mind creeping into your den—“ 

Yae grabs him by the collar and throws him into the nearest fountain.

The bystanders gasp while the man flounders, and Ei leaps forward to fish him out, apologizing all the while.

He coughs as Ei hauls his upper half onto the ledge, “That’s quite all right. Lots of ladies are overwhelmed by my good looks at first.” He smirks at Yae. “So, about visiting your fox den—“

Ei shoves him back in. “Work on your situational awareness.”

Several Milileth officers run in upon seeing Pallad sputter in the fountain, and Yae takes that moment to usher them quietly out of the pavilion. Ei hails a taxi, which takes them to the airport in an awkward silence that doesn’t get better once they get on the private jet.

The moment they’re in the air, Yae whirls around. “Why aren’t you more upset?”

Ei looks startled. “About what?”

Yae grits her teeth. “Your impending marriage to someone else.”

“I’m still thinking about our meeting.” 

Yae’s fingers curl into the armrests. “What’s there to think about?”

Ei furrows her brows. “He isn’t what I was expecting, but I admit that my parents made a fortunate choice if I were to marry him.”

Yae knows Ei means well, but she heard the opposite. “So, you’re thinking of it.”

“No! I just met him.” Ei anxiously searches Yae’s face, but Yae keeps her expression carefully closed off. “I have you, Miko. I don’t want anything else. Regardless of what he said about providing for me financially, it doesn’t matter because—“

Ei’s phone lights up, surprising both of them. Ei checks it. “Oh, Zhongli just sent me a text wishing me a safe flight home and mentioning that he got my number from Ganyu.” She squints at the screen. “He also sent me a $500 gift card to my favourite dango place as a parting gift.”

He’s perfect. Yae hates him.

Yae’s nails dig into her skin. “You’re happy about that, aren’t you?”

“N-no.”

Yae broods in silence for the rest of the flight.

When they finally touch down and arrive at the manor, Yae is sick of the fretful glances Ei sends her way, the hesitant raising of her hand before dropping it to her side. When they make it into Ei’s room, Yae had already stripped down and changed for bed when Ei finally manages to muster her voice.

“Miko, are you…mad?”

“Why would I be?” Yae‘s throat is tight. “Just because you’re about to be married off to a man as pretty as me.”

Ei frowns. “That sounds like you are.”

Yae doesn’t know whether to throw a fit or cry. “Just give me some space, Ei. So much happened tonight, and I might lose—“ She bites her tongue. “He’s stuffy, old-fashioned, boring, droning on about this grass here or this stone here, but he’s right. He has the money to fund your dreams, and I know you have big ones, Ei. I’m not there yet, and I won’t be by the time we graduate.”

Her voice cracks on the last sentence, and it feels like her words hang in the air between them for a lifetime.

Ei gently gathers her hands between her own. “I don’t need his money.”

“I don’t know if your parents see it that way. How can I think of a future with you when I know you’ll be with him by next year?” Yae laments bitterly. She sighs and slumps against the chair. “At least it can’t get worse.”

Ei goes quiet for a long moment. “Do you…want to take some time away from one another to think about this?”

Yae stares before her heart constricts. “You want to take a break?”

Opening her mouth to respond, Ei pauses when she looks at Yae’s expression. “Miko, are you crying? I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”

Someone knocks at the door. Makoto calls out a second later, “Hey you guys, is this a bad time to tell you that the dorm transfer request got approved, and you two will be rooming together this year?”

Makoto has the worst timing ever.

Yae turns away from Ei, wiping at her eyes. “Take me home. Now.”

She tells Ei to take her to Saiguu’s since she doesn’t want to return to the dorms just now. They take the family helicopter, and Ei glances over the entire ride, looking worried as Yae tucks her hands under her arms, keeping them to herself. Whenever Ei tries to initiate conversation, Yae just turns away and tells her that she’s tired and they’ll talk later. 

Ei merely looks at her feet as they ride silently to Saiguu’s. “I didn’t mean to hurt you, Miko. I thought some space would help.”

Yae keeps her face to the window. “I know you did.”

She doesn’t say anything further.

The helicopter is noisier than Yae would like as they try to land in her aunt’s backyard at 1 in the morning.

Saiguu stumbles out the back porch, clumsily tying her night robe together as she squints upward. A visible “What the fuck” could be seen leaving her mouth as she shades her eyes to look skyward.

The pilot manages to find a good angle to land as Saiguu runs back and forth underneath them in a panic before deciding to cower in a corner of her porch. The helicopter hovers above Saiguu’s daffodils as Yae hurls her suitcase before leaping out herself.

Ei leans out the open doorway, shouting something Yae can’t hear but looking sad all the same. Yae signals that she’ll talk to her later and treks to the house. She doesn’t look back as the helicopter takes off, only glancing up at it when it’s such a distant speck in the sky that Yae knows Ei can’t see her watching.

Approaching, Saiguu squints at her. “This is one hell of a dramatic break-up.”

Yae inhales sharply. “We’re not breaking up. I just need some space.”

“Uh-huh. And that’s why you’re jumping down from a helicopter in the middle of the night.” Saiguu sighs, tightening her robe. “C’mon, bring your shit inside.”

After Yae deposits her slightly battered luggage in her old room, she joins her aunt downstairs in the kitchen. Saiguu prattles on about this and that while she prepares tea, glancing over occasionally as Yae breathes deeply to calm her nerves. “…got a position as an assistant lecturer at your school. How about that?”

“You? Of what?” 

“Modern literature with an emphasis on metaphors, language, and thought—hey, you little shit, stop laughing!”

Yae wipes at an eye. “Oh, I needed that after today.” She sighs, “Aunt Saiguu, why is keeping a good woman so hard?”

Saiguu shrugs. “The fuck should I know?” She plops down two cups of chamomile. “Now, tell me why you literally dropped into my backyard at 1 am.”

Yae quickly relays the visit to Ei’s parents, the reveal of the engagement, and meeting the fiancé in person. “…he’s perfect. I hate him so much.”

Saiguu yawns over her tea. “Why don’t you just accept the open marriage? You could still date her on the side.”

Yae slams the island counter. “I don’t want to be Ei’s mistress!”

“Fine, fine.” Saiguu rolls her eyes. “Kids these days, no longer wanting to put in the work to be a mistress.”

Yae ignores her, running her hand through her hair. “I don’t know how to solve this.”

“There’s only one solution.” Saiguu rubs her hands together. “We murder him.”

“He‘s not a bad guy.” Yae shakes her head. “If only Makoto could take him, but she’s engaged to the heir of the Mondstadt wine and tourism industry.”

“Then, we murder that guy!”

“You suggest that for every problem,” Yae sighs irritably. “Aunt Saiguu, I’m serious. I gave this girl my heart, and I’m about to lose her.”

Saiguu rubs her back. “Kid, sometimes, life knocks you flat on your back. Now, you can continue lying on the ground as life walks all over you, or you can get up and punch life back in the face.”

“….I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“You gotta match the fiancé, duh.” Saiguu rolls her eyes. “I mean Ei’s parents only engaged her to him because he’s reportedly hot and rich. You just have to catch up, and maybe they might change their minds and latch her to you instead.”

“What part of UNBREAKABLE CONTRACT did you miss, dear aunt?”

Saiguu shrugs. “It’s your choice whether you want to stay down or get up and fight. But—“ She holds Yae’s hands, and Yae instantly recalls how Saiguu used to gently hold them the same way when she was young and scared. “—I promise you that I’ll do everything in my power to help you out. You just do what you can, and I’ll do the rest.”

Yae holds her breath, looking up, feeling like a five year old all over again. “Promise?”

“Promise.” Saiguu smiles, teeth wicked. “Trust me. I already have a plan.”

  



9. Chapter 9
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    The first thing Makoto does when Ei tells her about what happened with Yae is thump her head on the nearest wall. The second thing she does is tell her sister that she’s an idiot. “What were you thinking?”

“That it was a lot to process, and both Miko and I had to carefully consider our options moving forward.” Ei rubs her forehead. “At least, that was my intention.”

Makoto sighs, leaning against the desk in Ei’s bedroom, moonlight still streaming through the windows in the late night hour. “The key to good communication is to make sure that the recipient understands not only your message but also your heart behind it. It doesn’t sound like Yae did.”

“She said she needed space, and when I suggested it, she became upset.” Ei takes a breath. “How am I supposed to understand what she needs if she doesn’t mean what she says?”

Makoto studies her while Ei’s heartbeat rabbits in her chest, a feeling like she’s barely holding everything in choking her. “Yae can wait. How are you feeling?”

Ei furrows her brows. “I feel as if there should be a solution to all of this if we approach it logically and calmly—“

“No, Ei. What are you feeling? What emotions are you experiencing?”

Ei isn’t sure. There is a sort of fuzzy numbness in her chest and jaw, but nothing that she can label definitively as anger or sadness. The descriptions for the emotions seem to escape her. Whereas others would state that they would feel sad, Ei would be left with a loss of words instead, the physical sensations coming on as a tightness in the throat or the pricking of tears in her eyes. Right now, all she can sense is a vast emptiness inside where her heart should be. “I don’t know.”

Makoto examines her for a while before getting up and gesturing for a confused Ei to follow. “C’mon, let’s go for a walk. It’ll help clear your mind.”

It does not since they run into Mei near the gardens. “Oh, are you girls having a 3 am stroll too?” She tilts her head. “And did one of you borrow the helicopter without asking?”

Makoto maneuvers them to a seat by the pool, still lit-up from underneath despite the dark of the night. Ei explains briefly what had happened, sticking to the facts, which she knows better than the implications and nuances.

Mei claps her hands together. “Oh, your first fight with your girlfriend. My baby’s growing up.”

“Mother, I’m serious. I don’t know what to do,” Ei laments.

“Oh, honey. Sometimes, things feel like it’s the worst thing to have happened to you, because, sometimes, it is. But you can survive each time, and if you also choose to learn from it, you might even get wiser.”

Ei rubs her head. “Can you tell me what to do?”

“Have you tried apologizing? It didn’t work? How about sending her a robot version of you? It’ll probably do something.”

Makoto rubs the bridge of her nose. “Mom, that’s a terrible idea.”

“Hmmm…what if I send a robot version of Ei to her fiancé instead? Oh, it’ll take a few years to prototype and perfect, but it should arrive by the second child or so.”

“I don’t want children with him. I want—“ Ei pauses, recalling how Yae didn’t look back when the helicopter pulled away. She swallows. “I hope I have the chance to have them with someone else.”

Mei places a hand on Ei’s arm. “Sweetie, this whole thing isn’t your fault—“

Makoto interjects. “Yeah, because it’s yours and Dad’s.”

Waving it off, Mei says, “Mistakes were made into the pursuit of well-intentioned parenting. In any case, this is a fascinating study into human behaviour in complex situations.” She stops when Makoto and Ei glare at her. “I mean, I’m sorry, girls. Your father and I jumped the gun on this, and it seems to have caused you both some inconvenience, to say the least.”

Ei sighs, rubbing the bridge of her nose. “This whole contract is nonsense, but Miko seems to be really upset about it.”

Makoto glances at her. “Why do you think that is?”

Ei frowns. “Because she’s very possessive.”

“…while not wrong, I don’t think that’s at the heart of the matter.”

“But I told her that I’m not going anywhere, and I won’t. Why did she forget that?” Ei rubs her forehead, exhaling. “I don’t get it.”

“This might be more emotional than logical for her.” Makoto studies Ei. “First of all, what are you feeling about all of this? What emotions and thoughts are coming up?”

That this misunderstanding could be easily solved if they spoke clearly to one another about what they want. That Ei wishes that she could have understood what Yae was feeling before she said the wrong thing.

Ei feels that familiar fear of getting something wrong socially—the friendliness of her classmates’ faces suddenly turning cold before they ignored her while never explaining why. Which is why Ei prefers to be by herself than with people who never communicate clearly and expect her to read their minds. Why would she want to be with others who don’t take any responsibility for their end of the relationship?

“I just wish…I could have read her better.”

Mei says gently, “You know that’s not possible, dear.”

In her childhood training with a specialist, Ei realized the extent of the differences between her and her twin when they were shown a handful of pictures of different expressions, and Makoto could correctly identify 100% of the emotions displayed while Ei got 60% of them wrong. Even with one-on-one social training, Ei had only as much chance at figuring out the right emotion as haphazard guessing, so she stopped trying to improve at something that ate up a lot of time and energy with little return. However, she fears that perhaps she should have kept going if losing Yae might be the result.

Ei hangs her head. “So, what do I do? I’m not going to get better at picking up social cues anytime soon.”

Wandering into the world unprepared feels like she’s in a land where everyone speaks a language that Ei doesn’t understand, a culture that seems strange and foreign and hostile to anyone who doesn’t immediately fit in. Besides her family, Yae was the one of the first to show that she didn’t care.

Or maybe Ei is wrong about her, and she is fed up with all of Ei’s social missteps, her spiralling anxiety, her inability to read the mood and perpetually say the wrong things. Maybe Yae is just done with her, that she’ll say Ei is too much, and Ei will nod along, smile and accept another rejection like she has so many times before.

Perhaps, even Yae’s eyes will grow dull at the sight of her. Eventually, she’ll look away like everyone else, and Ei is invisible once again.

Mei murmurs quietly. “Perhaps, you just need to resolve the contract, and things will get better with you and your girlfriend?”

Ei sighs, feeling frustration coursing through her like a heated river running from throat to belly. Her mind starts running back through the meeting with Zhongli and the distraught silence with Yae, wondering how things could escalate so badly with her feeling like a child trying to stop an avalanche with her bare hands.

And Ei still can’t find the words to describe what she’s experiencing. “I’m not doing so great.”

“Let’s change tactics.” Makoto tilts her head. “If you were in Yae’s shoes, how would you feel?”

“I—“ Ei takes a moment. “—I would not be happy. I would want my partner to be mine and only mine.”

Makoto nods. “What do you think she fears?”

“I guess not being able to marry me.” Ei rubs her temples. “I didn’t know Miko wanted to get married.”

“…I don’t think any of us were expecting that.” Makoto continues on, “Okay, and what do you fear will happen if the worst possible outcome occurs?”

Ei’s throat tightens. “That she’ll just be like everyone else and leave me.”

Makoto squeezes her arm. She gently asks, “Is Yae aware that you feel this way?”

Ei shakes her head. “It didn’t occur to me to share.”

“You still have a long way to go, sis.”

Mei sits back, reflecting on the discussion. “Saying so might be a start. You’re right about one thing. Some emotions are too big to feel all at once. You feel them in bits and pieces over time, hitting you hardest when you least expect it and when you’re most vulnerable. Yae might not understand when you try to explain them to her, but…if you never try, you won’t know if she’s someone who can try to accept you as you are.”

Ei is almost afraid to ask. “And if she can’t?”

Makoto glances at her sister before reaching out to squeeze Ei’s hand. “Then, she’s not the one. I’m sorry.”

It feels like something reaches into her body and chokes her heart. Ei doesn’t know how to put the pressure in her chest into words. “I don’t want that.”

Mei shrugs. “Like I said before, if you can’t think of a solution in a linear way, you’ll have to try thinking laterally.”

Ei chews her lip. “How do I change things so an ideal outcome will come about?”

Makoto peers at her. “What do you think?”

“I would first need to either annul the contract or get it removed. However…“ Ei sits, fretting over the document as she goes over it in her mind, fingers clenching on her thighs. “I don’t see a way out of it with the information I have.”

Makoto studies her before saying gently, “Like I said, Ei. We could trade. Perhaps, this Venti guy is more liable to cancel the contract than Zhongli, and you could carry on with Yae.”

Ei searches Makoto’s face. She finds nothing there but kindness. “But what if you fall in love?”

Makoto shrugs. “Hasn’t been the case so far. We’ll see if that changes.”

Ei is still worried, feeling uneasy about Makoto sacrificing her opportunity at an independent relationship, but it’s the best solution they’ve come up with so far. If only they could find a way to find the Mondstadt heir who seems to have gone on a traipse throughout Tevyat again. She spends the remainder of her days before the start of the semester calling and emailing everyone in Venti’s company who might know where he might be with the end results being a lot of dead ends, shrugs, apologies, and one lady’s consolatory book for the “upset cutie.”

She also sends Yae messages and calls, but Yae doesn’t pick up and only answers her texts with a terse reply. Ei doesn’t know what that exactly means, but she gets that she’s in quite a bit of trouble with Yae. Whenever she asks Makoto what to do, Makoto merely shakes her head and tells her to give Yae time.

“You said something deeply hurtful to her, and she needs time to sort her feelings about it. Plus, she can be pretty prideful. She’ll come around.” Makoto pats her shoulder. “Hopefully, before you both die of old age.”

The start of the semester arrives, and Ei can’t delay coming back to the dorms.

Ei waits anxiously in front of the dorm she shared with Yae, hand hovering above the door surface. Taking a breath, she knocks. When she hears nothing, her stomach sinks to her shoes, and she lets herself in.

Makoto arrived a day earlier to move her stuff and coordinate with Yae to switch their rooms around, but when Ei enters, she sees Yae’s side of the room almost completely bare, save for the stuffed fox that she won Yae what feels like ages ago sitting dumbly on the bed.

It looks like Yae doesn’t live here at all.

Ei stands, staring into the room before swallowing down the tightness in her throat and bringing her bags in.

After unpacking everything, she gets a message from Yae asking to meet at her favourite coffee shop. Ei bursts out from the room, texting her one-handedly as she runs over right away.

She arrives to find Yae already sitting at one of the outside tables, checking her phone while sipping her drink absent-mindedly. Yae looks up as she arrives, smiling politely. “Ei, thanks for coming so quickly. Take a seat.”

When Ei steps in to hug her, Yae turns away, shoving her coffee cup between them. “Sorry, can’t do that right now. Wouldn’t want to accidentally stain my clothes, would we?”

She gestures for Ei to sit down, and after a moment of staring, Ei obeys, choosing a chair about an arm’s length away. “How…how are you doing?” Ei ventures tentatively.

Yae shrugs with one shoulder. “Up and down with the start of the semester. They really don’t let up in our final year at all.”

“Did you…already move all of your stuff in? With me?” Ei keeps her voice carefully controlled.

“Ah.” Yae glances up, and there’s a glimpse of something in her eyes that Ei can’t quite pinpoint. “I decided that living somewhere else might be prudent for now. Don’t worry. Makoto is nicely situated in my old dorm, and you have your…space.”

She sits up, changing topics. “Anyway, I have a favour to ask of you.” She points to a well-dressed man stepping into the long line that’s already growing out the door of the coffee shop. “See him? That’s Kamisato Ayato—my arch nemesis.”

Yae glares at him, and he notices. He smiles politely and waves. Yae plasters on a smile and returns the gesture. “Smug, self-serving bastard.”

Ei is confused. “Why do you dislike him so much?”

Yae glances sidelong. “I don’t know, Ei. Do you think I have a reason to hate perfect men?”

She continues on without her answer. “Anyway, this semester, he and I will be competing for the prime internships among the best companies. I need you to distract him so I can grab the top spot.”

Ei frowns. “Isn’t that cheating?”

“Says the woman who’s dating me with a fiancé on the side.”

Guess Yae is still mad about that. “Speaking of—“

“Will you do it or not?” Yae glances at her phone. “I can always get another—“

“I’ll do it.” The words pass through her lips before Ei can think about it. She just wants Yae to look at her.

“Good. I appreciate it.” Yae smiles and gets up. “I’ll send you some leads to do so.”

“Wait.” Ei grabs Yae’s wrist. “Can we talk about what I said that night at my house?”

Yae gently peels off Ei’s touch. She doesn’t make eye contact. “What more needs to be said?”

She slips away into the crowd before Ei could respond, leaving her alone at the coffee shop where she first met Yae.

An hour later, Yae sends Ei a text detailing how she plans to derail Ayato’s attention from the internships. Ayato, for his part, is an excellent student, president of several student clubs, and particularly well-known for his skills in the Iaido Club. His only known weakness is his doting and worry over his younger sister Ayaka.

Ei finds the girl in question where Yae said she would be, outside the student hub and staring longingly at the worker in the food truck shaped like a boba tea drink.

Kamisato Ayaka nearly jumps when Ei approaches her. “I wasn’t—“ She coughs. “My apologies, you startled me.”

Ei glances at the pretty blonde girl chatting away with a customer as she punches in a drink order. “Ah, you have romantic or potentially sexual interest in the worker over there.”

She wonders if she said the wrong thing when Ayaka goes bright pink. “Don’t jump to conclusions. I just think Lumine is perfectly friendly, gorgeous, with a beautiful smile and such a wonderful spirit…with hair like spun gold and eyes like the ocean at midday…”

She trails off with a sigh, and Ei waits as Ayaka shakes herself out of it. Ei leans forward. “So, you are romantically interested.”

Ayaka coughs and straightens up. “How can I help you?”

Ei opens her mouth then pauses. She glances over at Lumine while thinking over Yae’s request to distract Ayato. An idea clicks. “What if…” she says slowly, “…I can help you?”

Ayaka looks puzzled. “What do you mean?”

“Maybe I can talk to her for you. Ask her on a date on your behalf?”

“I—“ Ayaka flushes before something else comes over her expression. “Ah.” She studies Ei quietly. “So, you are the fabled Fox Whisperer.”

“I…suppose.”

“I’ve heard of your prowess in taming Yae Miko.” Ayaka muses. “Maybe you can assist me here.”

Ei feels like Yae would highly object to Ayaka’s words, but she also remembers that she needs to get Ayaka to distract Ayato so she keeps quiet. “I’ll see what I can do.”

Ten minutes later, Ei stands at the head of the drink line as Lumine gives her a weird look and punches in her order of a taro slush with six extra scoops of sugar. Ei decides to take her chance. “Lumine, is it? My name is Raiden Ei, and I have heard a lot about you. I would like to talk outside of your work hours. Maybe over some coffee?”

Lumine eyes her. “Listen, you’re pretty cute, but rumour has it that Yae Miko would claw the eyes out of anyone who—“

“It’s not about a date.” Ei clears her throat. “For me anyway. I have a preposition that may benefit you and me.” When Lumine still looks hesitant, Ei adds, “I’ll treat you to dinner.”

Pausing, Lumine appears to think over the offer before sighing. “Okay, I’ll bite. Not like I have anything better to do than sort receipts with my manager.”

She gives Ei her contact info who walks away, pleased with how easy it is to get women’s numbers.

Ayaka’s eyes go wide when Ei tells her what happened. “Is it really that simple?”

Ei shrugs. “You can go ask her yourself.”

“No, I need to prepare my ornamental hairpins first and—“ Ayaka flushes before looking hopeful. “I can’t thank you enough for your help. What did you say your name was?”

Ah, right. That introducing oneself thing. “Raiden Ei.”

Ayaka does a double-take. “As in one of the daughters of my family’s employer?”

“Oh.” Ei rubs her nape. “I hadn’t realized…”

Getting up, Ayaka bows. “I’m deeply honoured to be in your debt.”

“Okay, okay.” Ei tries to get her to straighten up as people pass by and give them weird looks. “No debt necessary. Consider it my pleasure to help a future employee of my household.”

Getting a ping from her phone, Ei checks it to see a reminder to head over to the nearby park for Kokomi’s second attempt at a friendly picnic. “In any case, I need to go.”

“Keep me in the loop?”

Ei promises to do so after walking away with a headache. She’ll seriously need a rest day after speaking like Makoto for so long.

Twenty minutes later, she’s sitting in an awkward gathering with her friends.

Kokomi looks around the picnic table. Yae is ignoring Ei. Ei glances helplessly between her and Makoto. Makoto sighs and exchanges glances with Sara, who just looks confused.

Kokomi claps her hands together. “So, second time is the charm. I hope everyone enjoys themselves.”

She unveils a delicately arranged platter of meat, fruits, and cheese with Yae shuddering at the latter. Sara glances over everything before smiling at Kokomi. “You did an amazing job. I’m lucky to have you.”

“As I am to have you too.” Kokomi blushes as Yae reaches for a piece of ham while mimicking a gagging motion.

They chat casually for a while with Ei trying to catch Yae’s eye, and Yae miraculously missing her each time. At some point, Yae looks up at someone waving in the distance, and she sighs irritably, “Really, Aunt Saiguu?”

Ei frowns. “Why is she—“

“Hey, kids.” Saiguu slides in beside Kokomi who jumps. “How are you guys do—are those apple slices?”

Kokomi sighs and pushes the platter over as Saiguu greedily reaches for some. “I assume you’re related to Yae.”

“Distantly.” Yae decides to answer before Saiguu attempts to do so with her mouth full. “She’s my aunt…and an assistant lecturer here.”

Saiguu swallows, nodding. She opens her mouth to elaborate when she spots Makoto looking at her curiously. Her jaw drops, and Ei wonders if she should push it back up when Saiguu slides over to Makoto at the picnic table. “Well, hello there, beautiful. I met your sister before, but you are clearly the prettier twin.”

Makoto rolls her eyes with a smile while Sara mutters that she sees where Yae gets it from. “You are definitely related to Yae.”

“That I am.” Saiguu holds out her hand. “Ei told me that you gave her my book.”

“Oh!” Makoto’s eyes pop open as she shakes it. “You’re Kitsune Saiguu. I saw that your book had great ratings online.”

“Indeed it does.” Saiguu smiles, showing off her teeth. “You ever give any of the exercises inside a try? I’d be happy to give some hands-on assistance in comprehension.”

Ei cuts in, not liking where the conversation is going for some reason. “Miss Saiguu has been a gracious host when I visited.”

“Not only gracious but well-connected.” Saiguu flashes a pair of dark tickets. “Guess who just got backstage passes to the Abyss Mages?”

Kokomi claps her hands together. “Oh, I love them—“

“Sorry, only have a spare pass for one!” Saiguu whirls towards Makoto. “So, whaddya say, beautiful?”

Makoto’s eyes slide from Saiguu to land on Kokomi’s crestfallen expression. “I think,” she starts slowly, “that you should give it to someone who would appreciate it most.”

Shrugging, she picks up her book bag and walks off to her next class.

Saiguu stares after her before slapping the table. “Damn, what a woman. I do like a girl who plays hard to get!”

Yae scowls. “You mean who has good moral values?”

“Whatever.” Saiguu waves it off. “I just know that I want in those pants.”

Ei briefly wonders if it would make things worse between Miko and her if she strangles Miko’s mother figure. Before she can finish contemplating, Saiguu stands. “All right, I gotta go teach my first class. Here, Fish Girl, take two tickets for you and your bird friend to enjoy.”

She slaps down two backstage passes and heads off with a jaunty whistle while Kokomi stares down at the yellow and black sheets before awkwardly shuffling them into her hands. “Yae, your aunt is quite unique, but please tell her thank you for the tickets.”

Yae sighs, “I’ll pass it along.” She gets up to leave, slinging her bag over one shoulder when Ei rises too. “Yes?”

Ei’s voice is low. “Can we talk?”

“If you want.” Yae waves goodbye to the group, and Ei follows, anxiously watching Yae’s blank expression. “So, what is it? Did you finish my request?”

“No, I…I’m sorry about what I said about giving us space. It was an inappropriate comment when you needed to hear the opposite.”

“Oh, water under the bridge.” Yae pauses as she checks her phone and quickly responds to a text. “I’m over that, Ei. Really.”

Then, why won’t Yae look at her?

“Miko—“

“I have to go and take this call.” Yae glances up briefly. “Is there anything you want to say quickly?”

Ei sighs, “Not quickly, but—“

“Another time then.” Yae is already heading off, bringing the phone to her ear and greeting whoever it is on the line. She already seems to have forgotten about her.

Ei stands there, watching her disappear into the crowd with a twisting feeling in her stomach and a clenching sensation in her jaw. She turns and goes off to her own class, feeling the distance between them grow.
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    The next day, Ei is outside her classroom, texting Lumine about meeting up for coffee when a familiar girl slides up to her. “Fox Whisperer, I did what you said. I ignored her cues, and now she’s all over me. What should I do?”

Ei pinches the bridge of her nose. She just got assigned a term project for computer science and did not need this. “Apparently, get a fiancé without either of you knowing.”

The girl scribbles down the comment, frowning. “This one might be a bit trickier. How do I get a fake engagement to entice her further?”

“It’s not fake,” Ei sighs.

“Oh.” The girl’s eyes widen. “Wow, that’s incredible. This is why you’re the Fox Whisperer.”

Ei opens her mouth to correct her but gets interrupted by a dark-haired girl coming up to them. “Excuse me, but is either one of you currently dating the resident playgirl on campus?”

When the note-taking girl rapidly shakes her head, Ei reluctantly raises her hand. “Yes, how can I help you?”

“My name is Yun Jin, and I was hoping to speak with you alone.” She smiles at the other girl who takes a moment to take the hint before rapidly leaving. “Now that I have your attention, it might be good to introduce ourselves.”

Ei nods, checking her phone and noting that she has a rather long break before her next class. Lumine pings back with a confirmation to meet in fifteen minutes. “Raiden Ei. Pleasure to meet you.” She examines the newcomer. “You look familiar. I’ve seen you before.”

“You might have. I played in a Liyuen drama as a teen but took some time off from acting to educate myself in theatre.” She holds out her hand, and Ei shakes it. “I heard that you might be able to help me with my request.”

Ei sighs, “I’m pretty busy these days.” Busy trying to get Lumine to date Ayaka and being ignored by Yae. “I can’t promise that I can.”

“That’s all right. Any help would be appreciated. Just take a look first before you decide.” Yun Jin holds out a thick bundle of papers. “This is the script for my project. A friend referred me to Yae. She thought that with her particular aptitude, she would be perfect for this role.”

Ei squints at the sheet. “Slutty Bimbo on the Bus #6?”

“Yes, it’s not a particularly tactfully named role. I wouldn’t blame her if she wasn’t interested. I was hoping you could introduce us.” Yun Jin sighs, tucking the stack under her arm. “My scriptwriter is a little immature…and more than a little closed-minded on some things. I could use a new one or a different idea altogether. Would you happen to know of any?”

Pausing, Ei says, “Sort of.” Maybe she can throw Gorou at this girl, and she’ll go away. “Who do you need, specifically?”

“Someone who is flexible, adaptable, not afraid of being bold and stepping out of their comfortable zone.”

“I might have a friend I can refer you to.”

“Hmmm…” Yun Jin looks her up and down. “Actually, you might be better. Can you act?”

“Wha—no.”

“Dance?”

“I don’t know.”

“Okay, can you stand there and look pretty for a few minutes?”

“I—probably?”

“Good enough.” Yun Jin smiles. “Okay, new idea. I’ll ditch the screenwriter and film a short ad for my class instead. You’ll be the leading lady.”

“I thought you wanted to act.”

“Yes, but, eventually, I would like to direct some projects of my own. This is the perfect opportunity to start!”

Ei feels a tingle on her neck—the familiar feeling of getting ridiculously in over-her-head in someone else’s scheme. “No thanks.”

Yun Jin pouts. “Please? I have an in with some of the finest dessert shops in Liyue.”

“I…might consider it.”

“Great! Let’s chat more.” Yun Jin snaps her fingers. “I know! We should get my friend Shenhe involved.”

“Why?”

“Because she knows a lot of people!”

Shenhe turns out to be the bored-looking barista at the coffee shop Yae likes to frequent. “So, you didn’t get that girl to play Slutty Bimbo #6?”

Yun Jin shakes her head. “Change of plans. We’re going to have you in the production instead.”

“Not interested.” Shenhe crosses her arms. She glances at Ei. “And you’re involving Slutty Bimbo #6’s girlfriend?”

Ei frowns. “You look familiar.” She pauses before it comes to her. “Oh, you were that girl Ganyu was pulling off La Signora at the party a couple of weeks ago.”

“You were there?” Shenhe sighs, “Yeah, I recently got introduced to my mom’s crowd, including my half-sister.” She snorts. “You should have heard my mom’s explanation to Ganyu about why I exist: ‘When one was young and your age, one believed in free love all around.’

“Mom doesn’t understand the meaning of too much information.” She shudders. “In any case, my answer is no.”

Right on time, Lumine wanders in, and Shenhe’s eyes widen in surprise as Lumine spots them and trots over. “Hey, Ei, ready for our coffee date?” She glances at everyone around her. “And you brought moral support?”

“I’m Yun Jin.” She waves towards her friend. “This is Shenhe. Please have patience with her since she’s still learning people skills.”

Shenhe suddenly slams her hands on the counter, startling everyone. “Let me join your group.” She stares at Lumine. “You’re that girl who helped me when I fell off my board.”

Lumine raises an eyebrow. “‘Fell’ is an understatement. You skidded down a hill for twenty feet.”

“And when I woke up, you were there to help.” Shenhe leans forward. “Let’s be friends.”

Lumine blinks. “Uh…okay.”

Fifteen minutes later, they sit awkwardly around a large table while Shenhe grooms Lumine’s hair like a beta monkey grooming an alpha monkey.

Yun Jin claps her hands together. “Let’s talk a bit about ourselves, shall we? I’m currently studying in the theatre program as a transfer student for a semester.”

Ei nods. “I am in robotics engineering and computer science.” She glances sidelong to Lumine. “What about you?”

“Oh, I finished my undergraduate studies already. I just work part-time in retail.” Lumine shrugs. “I’m following up with a Master’s in clinical counselling since everyone treats me like their therapist anyway.” She gestures at the girl still grooming her hair. “And what about you?”

Shenhe copies Lumine’s shrug. “Whatever my mother put me in.”

Yun Jin whispers, “Graphic and UX design.”

“I’m a design student? Fine. I’m also a transfer student. Mostly to get away from my mother.” Shenhe rolls her eyes. “You should have heard her when I said I wanted to study in Inazuma.”

She cocks her head back, imitating her mother and looking awfully like an offended bird. “‘Fine, don’t study at the prestigious university of one’s ancestors. One might as well scatter their ashes across the lawn with such disrespect!’

Lumine chuckles. “Yeah, my brother and I have an overbearing mother too.” She straightens up, adopting a serious pose. “‘The arrogation of mankind ends here.’” She sighs and drops the posture. “I get it, Mom. You won four Academy Awards. You don’t need to keep repeating your famous line.”

Yun Jin nearly drops her cup. “Wait, your mother is Asmoday? The one that starred in the drama Ars Goetia? Who was formerly married to Dainsleif and recently got romantically involved with star director Istaroth?”

Lumine winces. “Yeah, that’s Dad, Mom, and Mom for you. I prefer that not to be known. I already hear the online gossip about their dating lives and don’t want to bother getting questioned about it.”

Ei asks, “What is that drama?”

Everyone turns to stare at her. Yun Jin’s eyes go wide. “You’re not familiar with the biggest movie that came out since The Cataclysm of Khaenri’ah?”

“Is that also a popular film?”

That breaks the ice as everyone informs Ei about the latest popular trends and jokes about how she’s so out of touch with current fads that it seems like the last time she looked in a magazine was 500 years ago.

Ei mentions her term project that requires creating an app when Lumine looks at her suddenly. “You want to create one together. Is that why you got my number?”

“I wanted to ask you out—“

“Yae Miko. Claws.”

“—on behalf of someone else.” Ei furrows her brows. “Some ideas for the app would be helpful.”

Lumine smiles but shrugs. “Flattered, but I haven’t found anyone I liked yet.”

“Well, would you be open to—“

Shenhe slams her fist down, commanding their attention. “You should make a dating app.”

There’s silence as they absorb this idea before El blurts, “Why?”

Shenhe points at her. “You’re the Fox Whisperer. I see you sitting with that girl all the time, and you’re trying to hook Lumine up with someone right now. It totally fits. Plus, if there’s an app, maybe it’ll keep horny idiots trying to get laid out of my café.”

Ei says, “I don’t see—“

Yun Jin claps her hands together. “This is a splendid idea. I could shoot a short ad and submit it for my class.”

Nodding, Shenhe adds, “And I could design the interface and submit it for part of my portfolio to get my mother off of my back.”

Ei is aghast. “This is not what I wanted.”

Lumine hums and thinks over the proposal. “I think it would be an interesting topic to write my thesis on when I get around to it.” She glances up at Ei. “Do you know a tester you could connect us with once we start the prototype?”

Ei realizes this is her opportunity. “Oh, I have a friend who—“ Desperately likes Lumine. “—might be a good fit.”

15 minutes later, she trudges from the café with an unexpected group project in hand while texting Ayaka about her new tester position. She quickly checks for responses for Yae, only to find nothing.

Yae can’t be mad forever, can she?

Ei sighs, hoping that it isn’t the case. She makes a beeline for the student union building where Makoto would unveil some artwork she had been working on over the summer. Arts and dance are the only subjects Ei had not followed her sister into, and she’s glad she hasn’t. Makoto really shines in poetry, art, and writing in ways that are similar to Ei in her athletics and her robotics—she’s glad for her sister to really be seen for her talents.

She makes her way to a large meeting room on the second floor where the tables and chairs are neatly stacked on one side. Inside is a cluster of students and professors, chatting and doing that mingling thing Makoto is so adept at. Speaking of…

Her sister spots her and waves her over to the centre of the room where a white tarp rests over an oddly-shaped pile. “Thanks for coming over to my arts exhibition.” She gives Ei a hug before pulling back, examining her. “Are you okay?”

Ei glances at her phone, and Makoto’s face lights up with understanding. “Ah, well. Yae did seem like the type to be stubborn when it comes to her emotions. She’ll come around.” She claps Ei on the shoulder. “We’re about to start. Let me take your mind off of her for an hour.”

Smiling, Ei nods. “Of course.”

Makoto grins, turning to speak to the crowd. “Everyone, we’re going to begin. Thank you for coming to support our art pieces. Mine is inspired by my sister’s girlfriend, who has…given me much to think about.” She grabs the cloth and pulls it off. “I call it The Clamjam.”

A sculpture piece of a giant clam stuffed with smaller clams stands on display, some of the ongoers oohing and clapping at the display as Makoto continues on, “Now, the philosophical question this piece might inspire is when can one have too many clams? Given how full the bigger vessel is, we can safely guess that…”

Ei isn’t sure that this helps. As Makoto goes on, Ei looks up at the stuffed clam piece, strangely missing Yae when she does.

And so forth as people ask the different artists questions about their work. About ten minutes in, Ei hears a familiar voice call as they enter. “Hey, is this the open exhibit?”

Ei turns to see Saiguu grinning as she points at Makoto’s artwork. “Hey, girl, I like your clam. How do I get it open?”

She grabs Saiguu by the collar and drags her off while Makoto opens her mouth before raising an eyebrow at the scene. “First of all, that is a sculpture. You can’t physically get it open.”

“I know that. I meant—“

“Second, what is Miko doing? She…she hasn’t replied back in ages.”

“Ah, that’s what this is all about.” Saiguu pushes Ei’s hands away, smoothing out her collar. “Well, I can assure you that she’s working hard at a project designed to tear you and pretty boy apart.”

Ei’s throat tightens. “Then, why hasn’t she said something to me?”

Saiguu peers at her. “Aren’t you guys on a break? As per your suggestion?”

“I…misspoke.” Ei deflates. “I shouldn’t have said that.”

“Yeah, but my niece is being an idiot about it too. Told her so. Still not listening.” Saiguu shrugs. “Kids.”

Ei eyes her. “So, why do I find you near Makoto so much?”

“Is that her name?” Saiguu sighs, “How can you expect me to ignore such a goddess?”

…Ei has a strong urge to hurt her. “Wait, what about this project Miko has?”

“That is top-secret, as she still has pieces to lay down.” Saiguu straightens up. “But I should be asking what you are doing to find a solution.”

“I’m trying to find Makoto’s fiancé to convince him to trade and cancel the contract with me.” Ei runs her hand through her hair, exhaling roughly. “But no one knows where he is.”

“Tough luck.” Tilting her head, Saiguu looks pensive for a moment. “What’s his name? Maybe my contacts can find him.”

“Venti of the Mondstadt tourism industry.”

“Oh, that little shit? Yeah, he’s impossible to find when he wants to be. Uh…I mean he’ll pop up. He has a habit of—“

Makoto appears, peering at Saiguu suspiciously. “What are you guys talking about?”

Saiguu switches her attention so fast, it looks like she got whiplash. “You, my lovely. I was just wondering where all of your inspiration comes from.”

Makoto eyes her before crossing her arms. “If you must know. I read a lot in my spare time.”

“Really? What kind of books?” Saiguu smiles, leaning in. “I could recommend a few titles if you want.”

“Well—“

Ei shoves herself between the two. “Yes, I would like to know too.”

Saiguu scowls and steps back while Makoto blinks in surprise. They continue the conversation the rest of the night with Ei between the two like a buttress.

When the exhibit is over and everyone leaves, Makoto shakes her head as Ei walks her to her dorm. “I think that was a bit much. You don’t have to be so protective.”

Ei doesn’t agree. She changes the subject. “How is rooming with Gendou?”

“She just leaves me to do my own things.” Makoto shrugs. “Pretty chill.”

Ei would not use that word to describe Gendou. “At least, she’s not trying…weird stuff like Yae’s aunt.”

“It’s not any weirder than what Yae does.” Makoto hums. “Miss Saiguu is pretty interesting. Actually, she bumped into me after class one day and invited me out to coffee. She’s really funny, Ei. Also, she got me a bouquet of flowers.”

Ei really doesn’t like the sound of that. “Maybe her interest in you is sexual?”

“Even if it is, a little attention isn’t going to hurt.”

“But what if she tries to kiss you?”

Makoto waves her off. “Oh, you’re worrying too much. I made out with Gendou once while we were drinking a bottle of wine together, and you didn’t say anything.”

“…you—what?” Ei tries to wrap her brain around this piece of information. “But you don’t usually make out with girls.”

“Not ones you know of.”

Ei wonders if she ever knew her sister at all.

The fall semester rushes forth at a blistering pace with midterms every couple of weeks. She introduces Ayaka to the group as her suggested tester, who is polite, well-prepared with questions and notes, and fumbling with her tongue whenever Lumine speaks to her for more than 15 seconds.

Before their next meeting, Ayaka and Ei decide to reconvene in the library to talk about it.

Ayaka lightly thumps her head on the desk. “I have never been so embarrassed in my life.”

“I thought you were doing great.” Lumine looked amused at least. “Plus, you’re one step closer to knowing her better.”

“It’s true, though I wish the process was faster.” Ayaka straightens up, rubbing her face. “Can I court her yet?”

“I need a bit more time to perfectly set you up.”

“Okay.” She bites her lip. “I’m just so new at this. When do I propose marriage?”

Ei thinks a bit. “On the third date.”

“Is that what you did?”

“I—“ Ei’s shoulders slump. “No, you should see if your goals and values align first if you’re thinking about marriage.”

Blinking in surprise, Ayaka considers the idea. “That is quite a wise proposition. No wonder you are the—“

“Please stop calling me that.”

“—fabled Fox Whisperer,” Ayaka finishes quietly.

Ei groans, standing up and rubbing her face. “Let’s just go meet the others.”

They go to the cafe, finding Shenhe having already left work and standing outside, holding a longboard and wearing a black beanie. “The other two texted me and said they’re running a little late.”

Ei nods. Before she can say anything else, a bright red convertible comes tearing around the corner, a familiar white-haired figure wildly waving as the car stops in front of them. “Hey, guys! What do you think of my ride?”

Shenhe eyes Saiguu and the car. “That looks like a cougar.”

“I heard that. Fuck you kids!”

Shenhe shrugs. “You’ve been trying.”

Saiguu climbs out. “Listen here, you smartass—“

“Ei!”

Makoto calls out to her, and Ei turns to see her sister trotting towards them with a smile. “You made some new friends.”

Saiguu pauses, halfway out the convertible before leaning to pose on the car. “Hello, Miss Raiden. I didn’t know you were going to be here.”

Makoto glances at Saiguu in surprise before pursing her mouth in thought. She juts a hand on one hip. “And why would you, Miss Saiguu, unless you were waiting for me?”

Something in Saiguu’s eyes spark, and she straightens up, standing a little taller. “Well, that’s for me to know…”

Makoto smiles, the corner of her mouth tilting in a way Ei has never seen before. “A shame we’ll never find out then…”

Ei coughs, stepping in between them as Saiguu perks at the answer. “Yes, Makoto? Did you need something?”

“Oh, uh…” Makoto takes a moment to orient herself before pulling her twin aside. “Did you make up with Yae yet?”

Ei shakes her head before patting her pocket. “No, but I have a plan.”

A few seconds later, she stalks over to Saiguu and thrusts a letter in her direction. Saiguu eyes it warily. “If that’s a bomb, kid, then I gotta tell you that defusing acts of terrorism is not included in my pay grade—“

“It’s just a letter. For Miko.” Ei pushes it into Saiguu’s hand. “Please just give it to her.”

Saiguu shrugs and tucks the letter into her coat pocket. “Anyway, I gotta get to my next class. Just wanted to say hi.” She nods to Makoto. “Miss Raiden.” She glances at the rest of them. “You fuckers.”

Climbing in, she does a U-turn in the middle of the empty street, middle finger in the air. “Beep, beep, motherfuckers! Outta my way!”

Makoto laughs and waves as Saiguu drives off. “She’s so charming.”

That is not the word Ei would use. “Do you think writing that I’m sorry would work?”

Makoto shrugs. “It would have to be the best damn apology in the world.” She hugs her sister with one arm. “You can’t possibly make it worse.”

“I hope so,” Ei sighs as Lumine and Yun Jin approach. “I’ll see you later.”

During the meeting, Ei and Shenhe go back and forth about the spacing and alignment of the design elements while Lumine and Yun Jin refine the contents they wanted displayed. Rather than spend 900 hours single-handedly coding the database, Ei just edited an open source one she found instead. Given that the app is theoretically crafted for university students on a single platform, the amount of time structuring and designing the app is significantly less than a commercial one but still stressful nonetheless.

More so because Ei is trying to hook up Ayaka and Lumine, which is proving to be much harder than she anticipated.

Lumine stretches once they finish. “Good job, everyone. I think that’s it for today, based on everyone’s body language. We still haven’t picked a name for it though.”

Ei furrows her brows. “Do we really need one for a prototype that won’t see more than a professor’s marker?”

“Don’t be so sure about that.” Lumine hums and twirls her keys around her finger. “I was thinking of naming the app The Fox Trap, since you’re known as The Fox Whisperer around campus.”

Yun Jin smacks her fist into her open hand. “Yes! I got the perfect idea for the icon image.”

Ei doesn’t get what’s so attractive about a picture of herself wearing Lumine’s oversized headphones with half-lidded eyes, but everyone else seems excited at the prospect.

Shenhe smiles. “I can work with this. Maybe a purple and pink theme to match our model.”

Ei catches Ayaka glancing at Lumine. “Say, how about Lumine goes over the expectations and what we need with our tester again? It doesn’t hurt to clarify what we’re looking for.”

Ayaka goes pink while Lumine shrugs. The blonde stands. “Sure. I got some free time. Let’s go grab lunch then.”

Ei’s plan almost works except Yun Jin excitedly asks if she can join too, and Shenhe comes along because Shenhe does whatever she wants. Once all of them are gone, Ei drops her head to the table. Matchmaking is hard.

A man’s voice reaches her. “Excuse me? Raiden Ei? I was hoping to speak with you.”

Ei looks up to see that neatly dressed man with the polite smile that Yae hates. “What about?”

“Oh, a few things.” Ayato sits down. He crosses his legs. “My sister mentioned that she made friends with our future employer, and I’m happy to see that is true.”

“And?” Ei could see something else is on his mind. “What is it?”

“Well, it’s about Yae Miko, and how she’s…” He hesitates. “Never mind. I’m sure you don’t want to hear it.”

He makes to leave when Ei stops him. “I’ll hear you out.”

“Okay, well…” He takes a breath. “Miss Raiden, I’m sure you know that my family has been devoted to yours for generations. Everything we do is to serve your family to the best that we can. I’m no exception, and I cannot stand by when I see something that may bring you down.”

Ei’s hands clench. “Like what?”

“Based on your body language and the fact that Yae isn’t showing up at classes anymore—“ She isn’t? “—can I surmise that something happened that is causing both of you distress?”

“…you’re not wrong.” Ei exhales. “What do you mean Miko isn’t going to class anymore?”

“Simply as I said. She has not shown up for our shared one in two weeks. Still gets her assignment done somehow.” Ayato tilts his head. “But this is less about her than you. As your future employee, I am concerned for your well-being. Is she treating you well? Does she appreciate who you are?”

“That’s—“ Ei twitches. “—none of your concern. It seems you have an agenda of your own.”

“Only to make sure that you are intact, body and mind and heart,” he says softly. “You are quite loyal to her, despite likely being a part of her schemes.” Ayato elegantly shrugs and laces his fingers together. “Has her recent behaviour shown that she can be trusted to that extent? That she is loyal to you in return?”

Ei protests weakly. “I’m sure she has her reasons.”

“Which are?”

When Ei stays silent, Ayato nods and stands. “I’m concerned for you, as anyone would be for their future employer. For their potential future friend. You say you’re in a relationship, but she treats you more distantly than a stranger. You say that she’s a big part of your life, but you’ve basically lived a while without her.”

He sighs, “My feelings for Yae don’t have any hostility, but I do not like seeing you like this. I hope you learn to pick loyal and transparent allies for your goals, and I hope you learn to tell the difference from those who aren’t by the time we work together.”

He bows and leaves while Ei curls her fingers tightly around her soda can. She tosses it in the trash, half-filled, as she departs from the cafe, the sugary taste having suddenly turned sour in her mouth.

The next day, she meets Lumine at the same cafe, showing her a basic prototype of the matchmaking system. “…and once you answer the final question, it should start automatically creating a list of your potential matches.”

Lumine looks puzzled at the screen as she reads the contents aloud. “You are inconvenienced with a minor parking ticket. Do you a) peacefully pay the fee, b) dispute the ticket and spend your day in court, or c) demand a trial by combat instead of handing over $25?”

“Shenhe asked that I put that last option there.”

Raising an eyebrow, Lumine chooses option one. Ayaka shows up with a 99% match rate.

Ei feels beads of sweat on her neck as Lumine squints at the screen, hoping the blonde doesn’t ask about the algorithm used. “Huh, who would have thought that I would get the girl who buys, like, seven boba teas a day.”

…probably to see Lumine. Ei should talk to Ayaka about that. “…anyway, it’s worth a shot.”

Lumine frowns, tapping her phone. “But don’t we only have us registered as users? Shouldn’t we have more profiles to match and test before we can declare that the system works?”

She has a point. “Where would we find them?”

“I have an idea. You can leave that to me.”

Ei glances at her watch. “I need to head off soon.”

“Yeah, I gotta take off too.” Lumine stands. She looks pensive for a moment before she scoffs. “My manager was on my butt today for some reason.” She mimics a high-pitched voice. “‘Hey, did you know that the most isolated place known to Tevyat is Abyss Island that is thousands of miles offshore? Well, soon, it’ll be the food truck with just you if you keep on yapping to your coworkers!’“

She sighs, rubbing her forehead. “Archons, Paimon.”

“That sounds—“ Ei spots a flash of pink padding by the window. “Wait here a moment.” She chases after that familiar blur. “Miko, stop!”

Yae pauses in her steps, books cradled in one arm. Slowly, she turns to look at Ei, and in that moment, Ei’s worst fears are confirmed. Yae looks at her with a strange, blank expression that resembles how others have looked at her in the past. Like she’s looking at an odd stranger. “What is it?”

“I—“ Ei’s voice gets caught in her throat. “—I wanted to talk to you. Did you get my letter?”

“Yes, but I haven’t had a chance to read it.” Yae pauses before her phone buzzes, and she glances down at it. “I should get going.” She starts to head off.

In a moment of impulse, Ei grabs Yae’s wrist, and the latter turns with a hint of impatience in her eyes. “I haven’t seen you around my lab for a while. I—“ Missed you. “—wondered what you’re doing now.” And why you’re skipping classes.

“Merely what you asked.” Yae plucks Ei’s touch from her, patting Ei’s hand absentmindedly before quickly moving in the direction of her next class. “Giving each other space. Wasn’t that what you wanted?”

Ei watches Yae walk away.

Lumine emerges from the cafe, glancing between the pair before whistling. “Never mind. Apparently, the most isolated place in the world is your bed.”

She looks at Ei’s expression and softens. “Sorry, I mean to say that things might get better.” She pats Ei’s shoulder. “C’mon, I have time to get you a boba tea to cheer you up. My treat.”

Ei follows miserably.

Her troubles seem to worsen. A couple of days later, Ei bumps into Kokomi at the café who proudly shows her a pearl necklace heirloom that Gorou had asked to see. Kokomi asks Ei to hold onto it as she runs inside to use the washroom, and Ei waits outside, enjoying the pleasant fall day when she spots someone familiar.

Seeing Makoto walk across the street towards a red car that pulls up, Ei raises a hand to greet her…only for her mouth to fall open at her sister’s outfit. When did she start wearing outfits that short? And is that Saiguu?

Her sister doesn’t see her. Makoto hops into Saiguu’s convertible with her mini-skirt as the latter leans over and gives Makoto’s ass a loud slap.

Ei clutches Kokomi’s pearls to her chest, about to pass out when she sees Saiguu sling an arm around Makoto and pull her in with a sly smile.

Ei has never thought about killing anyone before, but Kitsune Saiguu come close. The opportunity passes when the car drives off with Saiguu cackling.

Kokomi comes out of the shop. “Thanks for holding my necklace for me.”

“Uh-huh.” Ei nods and sits down in silence, processing the trauma of watching Makoto get her ass slapped by Yae’s aunt. When did her sister become such a hussy?

“Ummm…are you okay?”

Ei squints after the car. “I don’t trust that woman. What’s she doing to Makoto?”

Kokomi follows Ei’s stare and hesitates. She gestures for Ei to follow. “C’mon, let’s go find Sara so she can explain.”

Sara ends up filing a complaint report online to the university about Saiguu’s conduct. “Lecturers should not be dating students.”

Ei feels like something’s about to pop in her head. “Dating?”

“Yes, the same thing that you and Yae are supposed to be doing,” Sara sighs exasperatedly. “Though I haven’t seen her around lately.”

Kokomi frowns as she reads over something on her phone. “Uh oh, there’s some bad news. The university doesn’t specifically prohibit relationships between its staff and students unless proven to be for outside gain.”

“What kind of university doesn’t forbid staff-student relationships?” Sara balks.

“The kind that’s smart enough to not make it come up as a common issue, apparently.” Kokomi shrugs.

Sara mulls over the info. “Okay, so we—“

Ei cuts in. “Frame Miss Saiguu as manipulating Makoto for profit or non-altruistic reasons.”

“No! We investigate their relationship to see if it’s legitimate. If it is, we leave them alone.” Sara rubs her temples. “Archons, Ei. Who have you been hanging with that makes you come up with such weird ideas?”

Ei would argue Saiguu herself if her books are anything to go by. “But what about the power dynamics involving a professor dating a student they’re grading? Can’t we address that?”

Kokomi raises an eyebrow. “Is Makoto her student?”

Opening her mouth, Ei shuts it quickly when she realizes Makoto isn’t taking any literature courses this term. “Still, it’s bizarre!”

“Of course, it is when the woman is so much older…and peculiar, but what can you do?” Sara sighs, running her hand through her hair. “Makoto is an adult. She can make her own choices, though we don’t always have to think they’re good ideas.”

Ei still feel uneasy. “I still disagree with it.”

Sara crosses her arms. “And I disagreed with you about dating Yae Miko, but, again, we are all adults. We all make choices and pay the consequences of them—good and bad.”

Ei understands that intellectually. Emotionally, she texts Makoto, asking what is going on with Saiguu in such a panic that her phone autocorrects her fumbling of the latter’s name from Saiguu to “Sauna.”

Makoto asks her to come over later that night for an explanation when Gendou is out. Ei barely waits for the door to open before barging in. “What is happening between you two?”

“How did you even find out?”

“She slapped your butt!”

“Oh, you were there. Uh…ummm…” Makoto shifts from foot to foot, looking nervous. “I guess there is no easy way to say this. I might like Yae’s aunt. She asked me out on a date, and I said yes.”

“I SAW.”

“Please don’t freak out. She’s not as rough as she seems.”

“She’s twenty years older than you.”

Her sister crosses her arms. “We’re both consenting adults.”

“SHE’S TWENTY YEARS OLDER THAN YOU.”

“I heard you. No need to shout.”

Ei exhales. “You hypocrite.”

“Okay, I admit it. I was wrong.” Makoto rubs her face. “I’m starting to see what you like about these ho-bags. They’re very charming.”

“Stop—“ Ei doesn’t even know where to start. “Makoto, please. It’s weird.”

“Ei, this is the first time in my life that I’m getting to do something for myself, no matter how bad it may seem. I thought you would…support me.”

“Yes, I’m happy for you starting to date but not with her.” What would their family tree look like if those two got married? “You can date anyone else. Gendou seems nice.”

“Ei,” Makoto closes her eyes, “you’re going to have to accept this. I might want my own life now. I can’t always be watching after you to make sure you’re okay.”

That strikes a nerve.

Ei tenses her jaw. “You’re looking down on me because you think I can’t do anything on my own.” She swivels on her heel and stomps out the room. “I’ll show you that I’m perfectly capable of handling this myself.”

“That’s not what I meant,” Makoto sighs, not running after her, “Look, think about it for a bit. I’ll be here when you want to talk it out…and when you want to discuss my relationship maturely.”

Fat chance. Ei doesn’t need Makoto to guide her. She can figure this out herself.

Two days later, she realizes she can’t and ends up confessing to the nearest person who isn’t her sister or Yae.

Lumine taps her clipboard as she sits on the bed opposite Ei’s. “So, you feel something inside your chest when you see your sister together with your girlfriend’s aunt. What does the sensation remind you of?“

“Like—“ Ei struggles. “—like something precious is being taken away from me.”

Lumine scribbles down the observation. “You fear losing your bond?”

“I feel…”

“Yes?”

“Like vomiting…”

Before Lumine can respond, her timer goes off. “Ah, alas, we gotta get running. You have class, and I have to run to work. You hear that there’s some big shot businessman that’s supposed to visit today? The university has been begging him to come for ages so they can impress him and convince him to donate enough for a building or two.”

Ei shrugs. “I don’t see what that has to do with me.”

Halfway through her class, she gets a surprising text from the last person she expects: Zhongli.

He politely greets her, mentioning that he’ll be in Inazuma for a business trip and hopes to see her.

Ei is about to respond when Lumine’s words cycle back to her. She asks if he is at her university. Zhongli confirms it, and Ei sighs, feeling that she has enough on her plate without her fiancé showing up as well. What if Yae finds out? She would—

What would that matter? It’s not like she’s speaking to Yae anyway.

The matter comes to a head when her class ends, and she hears giggling from down the hallway. Peeking her head out, she spots Zhongli being led around on a tour by an overweight administrator with a mass of ogling college girls and boys following not far behind.

Zhongli spots her before she can turn and sprints the other way. “Ah, there you are. I was hoping we could have a meal together before I have to leave.”

His smile is polite. His eyes beg her to save him from the large man beside him trying to get him to listen about the building fund.

Ei sighs. Even she wouldn’t leave him to suffer like that. “I have some time. Do you have a place in mind?”

Zhongli picks a high end restaurant that specializes in discretion about a ten minute drive off of campus. The waitress seats them at a private table near the tinted windows that shows off the outline of Inazuma’s coast. Ei fidgets with her tea cup as Zhongli examines the scene outside. “What a curious place. So wild under its calm demeanour.”

She clears her throat. “What are you doing here?”

“Business matters, but I had time for a stop.” Zhongli shrugs, strong shoulders rising. “I was hoping to go for a meal together while here to discuss possible donations to the university.” Tugging at his tie, he adds, “It is not often one gets married soon. I want to make sure I understand you better to get off to a good start.”

“That’s…” Ei can’t fault him. Zhongli seems to be shaping up to be a decent husband at least if she really married him. “I don’t blame you. I would be nervous too if…”

He studies her. “Ah. Are you concerned that your girlfriend would find out that you’re meeting me?”

Ei glimpses at her phone, noting the long chain of unanswered messages to Yae. She sighs, feeling something twinge in her jaw. “I don’t think it matters at this point.”

Observing her, Zhongli asks, “Trouble in paradise?”

Weighing her options, Ei gives in and explains what has happened with her and Yae since they last met. Given that she’s no longer speaking with Yae or Makoto, her list of people to confide in has become distressingly short. And Zhongli is a wonderful listener.

“That seems to be a very frustrating and lonely position to have so much responsibility heaped on you for a situation you couldn’t control. I’m sorry that this marriage contract is causing you such distress.” He folds his fingers together. “It was not my intent to do such destruction to your relationship.”

“It’s not your fault.” Because it’s her parents’. “But I admit I’m at a bit of a loss at how to handle the matter of reconciliation.”

“That requires two people’s efforts. It is not a reconciliation if only one person is trying.”

“You—“ Ei has a hard time breathing. “—you think she’s not?”

Zhongli is silent for a moment. He turns his teacup as he thinks. “Let’s go another route if you’ll permit me. What kind of message do you think she is sending you?”

Ei’s throat seizes as she recalls the averted gazes and ignored calls. How Yae now seems so dismissive. “That…she doesn’t want me to be around her. Maybe she doesn’t want anything to do with me anymore. Maybe…I was just a plaything, and now she’s bored. I can’t imagine why anyone who loves someone like she says she does would treat them so badly.”

“I hope that isn’t the case.” Zhongli peers at her. “Has she shown signs of forgiving you now or in the future?”

“…no.”

“How much stress has this taken on your well-being? Your mental health?”

Immensely. Schoolwork has always been easy for Ei, but this type of relationship stress has her reaching for sleeping pills just to be able to get rest at night instead of tossing and turning in worry. “It hasn’t been the greatest lately.”

“I see. Does she know about what she’s doing to you? Has she shown that she cares?” When Ei doesn’t answer, his voice softens. “I know you feel strongly about her. Even if you two were to get married, could you accept how she treats you now every time you fight for the rest of your lives?”

Ei imagines a marriage where dinners are fraught with unspoken tension, conversations terse, and where her own presence is unacknowledged and ignored. She might as well be alone in that case. “No, I couldn’t. That’s not how I’d want to live.”

“Right, so if this were an employee behaving this way in your future department…”

“Address the issue, express concern and clearly state what needs to change and what outcomes are explained. When they are resistant to collaboration, send them to Human Resources.”

“Why?”

Ei goes blank for a few seconds. “Because nothing great can be made with team members who are directly or indirectly sabotaging you and the project. You need collaborators who have the same values and goals as you to achieve anything significant. If they refuse to change, you need to respond instead, and you can choose to leave them.” At least that’s what her father always told her. “Why are you asking?”

“Because how we do one thing is how we do everything. If this was an employee behaving this way in my company, they would have gotten a warning before they were cut off. We can’t afford to wait for bad apples to spoil the entire bunch.” He glances at her phone. “If you can’t even be respected in your own relationship, how would you truly be respected at work?

“You’re going to be a leader soon, Ei. Once you graduate, I assume you’ll be working in your parents’ company right away. Whether you wish it or not, people will look at you for guidance and direction. You are the daughter of their employee. It’s only natural that they would prioritize your authority. If you bend when you should not have, people will start to doubt you. When you do that repeatedly, they will lose respect for you. If you cannot even handle the issue with your relationship right now, they will rightfully ask whether you can handle the higher matters of the company.”

He spreads his hands out. “I say this not to be cruel, but because you must hear the truth if you are to make the best decisions for yourself. If you are okay with this behaviour with her, you merely need to disregard my opinion. If you are not, what will you do? How much longer are you going to wait for her to come to you like a dog awaiting a master? A month? A year?”

She shakes her head. “Not much longer.”

With Zhongli watching, Ei sends off a text stating that she was tired of the silence, and if Yae wanted to speak, Ei would be available but she wasn’t going to chase her anymore.

Hesitating, she adds that if she doesn’t hear from her within a day, she’ll consider that as Yae breaking up with her.

They wait for her response. An hour later, Zhongli excuses himself as having to go, though by the look in his eyes and the soft clap on her shoulder as he passes her by, Ei knows he understands what she feels. “I’m sorry. I truly am.”

Ei is miserable for the rest of the week, checking her phone constantly to see if there is one call or text from Yae. There is no response.

By the weekend, Ei sits on her bed, staring at her phone and contemplating Zhongli’s words. Is she really going to let someone treat her like this whether it is an employee, an investor, or the girl she loves? Loved.

Her thumb hovers over the button for what feels like a lifetime–an eternity–before she makes her decision.

She can’t keep going on like this. She doesn’t deserve to be treated like this.

She won’t ever be respected if this is what she allows.

She can’t keep being hurt by someone who treats her like she isn’t there.

She can’t do this any longer.

Ei deletes Yae’s number.
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    Yae gets stopped by her aunt as they bring in the last of her stuff from her old dorm.

Saiguu squints. “You sure about this, kid? You’re nuts over that girl. How are you going to stay apart like this?”

“Please, Aunt Saiguu. I’m just giving Ei what she wants—some space.” Yae brushes past, not meeting her aunt’s eyes. “She’ll probably forget all about me and go back to her battlebots.”

Saiguu looks skeptical but doesn’t press the conversation. She shrugs. “It’s your relationship.”

Yae heads to her room, closing the door immediately. She pulls out her phone and looks up the business number of Ei’s father. Fingers shaking, she calls it, having a moment to think that she’s crazy for trying this when a secretary picks up.

She takes a breath. “Hello, I’m Yae Miko, and I would like to speak to Raiden Yasu regarding some business matters. I…know one of his daughters quite well.”

The secretary politely tells her to hold on, and Yae’s heartbeat pounds, wondering if this would work, if the secretary would trust a stranger saying that she needs to speak to her CEO rather than turning her away without a second thought.

A few moments later, Yasu’s voice comes on, and Yae releases a breath she doesn’t realize she was holding. “Miss Yae, I was waiting for you to call. I figured that you would, given my general impression the last time we met. I believe you had a business goal you wanted to accomplish, and I would like to help.”

Yae straightens. “Thank you for taking time out of your day so quickly to speak to me.”

“Of course. I make time for my family and their partners.” Ei’s father clears his throat. “It was also my wife’s and my overeager decisions that caused you and my daughter such trouble so I felt…”

Yae diplomatically replies, “No need to say anything. Your help with my idea is enough.”

“Yes, but in any case, I am interested to see what choices you would make.” Yasu is silent for a few moments. “Before I can advise you on anything, I have to confirm something first.

“The company you dream of and build from the beginning will be intensely personal. It will be like your family. Your life. The highs can be quite exhilarating, but the lows will break your heart. You must be committed to your desired results at all times, because there will be sacrifice and pain. However, you do it because you can’t imagine doing anything else. This is what you were meant to do.

“Does this mindset make sense to you?”

Yae swallows. “Yes.” It sounds like loving Ei. “I know exactly what you mean.”

“Good.” He sounds satisfied. “I wouldn’t have gone on if you were not willing to sacrifice and endure the difficulties of pursuing your goals. Nothing I said would have helped in that case.”

His tone turns serious. “Now, for your plan, you will need investors to build your publishing house, and you will need to persuade them that you and your plan are worth investing in. To do that, you need to be absolutely clear on how you are going to achieve that and what sort of profit you expect to make in 1 year, 5 year, and 10 year intervals.”

“I already have an outline of how that’s all going to work.”

“Very good.” Yasu’s tone turns gentle. “Do be patient with yourself. It’s very rare that someone is a roaring success in their first year of business, and even the ones that do tend to work 100-120 hours a week consistently for a long time.”

Yae pauses. 120 hours of work. That left 48 hours for the rest of her life. Where does she fit sleep and school? Where does she fit Ei?

“I would not suggest this course of action. It is possible to collapse from exhaustion after a period of significant sleep deprivation.” He continues lightly, “And even your youth is not guaranteed protection against compromising your health.”

“What are my other options then?” Yae grips her phone tightly. “Wait for Ei to get married to someone else?”

“If you could either persuade her fiancé to change his mind or find a loophole in the contract, those would be far more ideal choices.” Yasu sighs, “Unfortunately, Mei and I were too careful about drafting up the contract as well as our choice in future spouses.”

So, she has no other choice. “What do I need to do when I first launch a business?”

“First, every company you make must stand for something. You must be able to articulate succinctly and passionately what it is that makes you different and authentic. Second, you don’t give customers what they ask for; you give them more. You give them an experience that creates a sense of discovery and excitement that results in lasting loyalty.”

And so forth. Yae takes notes rapidly as she scribbles down his points, answering when prompted about what her vision is for the long term. “I see my publishing house expanding outwards to create a well-known third place for people to meet—a comfortable social gathering spot, like an extension of one’s home. Not only would we be a place where authors are vying to have their books published by, but a place for further refinement of their ideas. Somewhere to come and exchange ideas with like-minded individuals. I see us further expanding into markets like conventions and festivals, working with local restaurants and cafes for mutually beneficial promotions.”

“All right, I’ve got the gist of it. Just give me a moment to consider your proposal.”

Yae’s mouth goes dry. “Yes, take what time you need.”

It must have been about a minute waiting for his response, but to Yae, it felt like an eternity crawling by, the seconds seeming to take forever to come. At last, he answers.

“I have two conditions in order to agree to work with you.” Yasu sounds serious so Yae listens up. “One: you apply what I say as soon as you can, regardless of whether you agree or not. If you’re not using the advice I’m currently giving you, there’s no sense in giving you more.”

She thinks it over. “That sounds reasonable. What is the other one?”

“That you do not lie to me about what you are doing. I am giving you counsel on the premise that you are being honest and trustworthy with me. If you are hiding or covering something up that I should know about to give you the best advice possible, then, we stop here until you are ready to tell me the truth. Break either of these two rules casually, and our arrangement is over. Do you agree with these rules?”

Yae swallows. High stakes…but she has high aims as well. “Yes.”

“Good. So, what is going on with you and Ei?”

Yae curses. She didn’t expect him to pivot to that so quickly. “We…are on a break.”

“For how long?”

She’s about to give him a vague answer when she remembers rule #2. Closing her eyes, she says, “I don’t know.”

“Mmm…you understand that this break is really a physical and emotional division between you two, right?”

“Yes.”

“Do you expect it to end well if you keep avoiding her like this?”

Yae has trouble catching her breath. “Are you going to tell her? Please, I’d rather you don’t. At least, wait until I talk to her first. I’m—“ She stumbles over herself, “I’m not ready yet.”

Yasu is silent before he speaks slowly. “I don’t like keeping secrets from my daughters, but I can tell you are sincere. I’ll do this instead. If Ei asks me directly about anything you and I are doing together, I will tell her. If she doesn’t ask, I won’t say a word. Will this satisfy you?”

Yae exhales. “Yes. Thank you.”

“A partnership divided against itself will fall. If you want to run with more than just yourself, you need to build unity.”

“And here I thought we were talking business.”

“Yae,” Yasu starts patiently, “good business principles are also good life principles. What creates sustainable success in business is also what creates sustainable success in other areas in life, such as health, social impact—“ he pauses slightly, “—relationships. When you understand that, you’ll see how it applies everywhere. By the way, does Ei know about your plans?”

Yae already knows that if she told her, Ei would be the first and highest investor into Yae’s publishing house. “No, she doesn’t.”

“Do you intend on telling her?”

Yae is silent for a moment. “Forgive me, but I am going to be blunt. You know as well as I do that once your daughters graduate, they will be in the spotlight of your social circle. They’ll be working for you, and much will be expected of them…and their partners.”

She takes a breath. “Since talking to Ei’s supposed fiancé, I have been thinking of how our relationship must seem to people in your spheres of influence. Ei won’t care, but it doesn’t mean she won’t struggle against their judgments. Compared to the man you’ve chosen, I’m just—“ Yae swallows, “—a girl with a common name and nothing significant to contribute financially. If I want to give Ei a boost in the competitive and cutthroat world she’s set to inherit, it would be better if I have something to my name.”

“As an upcoming entrepreneur who has established a significant business in their first year?” Yasu muses, “You would certainly catch their attention.”

“No.” Yae is silent for a moment. “As their acknowledged equal. I don’t want anyone to doubt that my love for her is genuine and not financially driven. I don’t want her name whispered behind closed doors in rumours and assumed scandals.” She licks her lips, finding them dry. “I want even him to see that Ei can stand on her own with or without him. And I don’t want to be the anchor that drags her down.”

“Well-said.” Yasu sounds impressed. “Your reason is very clear. In that case, to reach your goal, what you need to do right now is to persuade investors to believe in your vision for the company. Once you have accomplished that, then your employees are the ones that you need to pour vision into, to show that you respect and care for them as more than just a line item on an expense column. But that’s a conversation for later. You have a lot to do now.”

“Thank you once again for taking time to speak and share your knowledge with me. I appreciate your insights and experience, even if you are doing it for Ei.”

Yasu chuckles. “I would have done it anyway. You’re an interesting one, Miss Yae. One word of caution though: even if you succeed, it can be empty if you make it to the finish line alone. The best reward is to arrive there surrounded by people who want to win as much as you do.”

As Yae puzzles over his last words, Yasu says goodbye. “I look forward to seeing what you do.”

He hangs up. Yae puts her phone away and takes a few breaths to calm herself, the excitement and nervousness of what she’s about to do making her hands shake.

She makes a list of potential investors that she thinks will be interested in looking at a pitch for a publishing house, and when she’s done, she fires off a bunch of emails, asking them to meet to hear her out. After that, she tottles out into the kitchen, still on a nervous high.

Saiguu notices right away as she drinks her coffee at the kitchen island. She raises a brow. “Got some good news?”

Yae walks her through the conversation she’s just had, ending on, “I know it’s going to be hard, but I need to see this through. I just need enough money to get started.”

Saiguu nods, putting down her mug. “So, you need seed money. Would 50,000 mora do?”

Yae pauses, water half poured into her cup. “What? You’re seriously going to give me that?”

“Of course.” Saiguu glances out the window, seeming to stare into the distance. “We didn’t have much while you were young, but, now, I have enough to help fund your dreams.” She meets Yae’s eyes. “I want you to succeed, kid. I always did.”

Yae is speechless, touched by the sincerity. She feels a bright warmth in her chest and is about to thank her when Saiguu adds, “And when you hit it big, I want a 300% return.”

“…that’s not how it works.”

“300%!”

Still, Yae catches Saiguu shuffling out the door later, mumbling to herself about how her little girl’s all grown up, “…I guess I’ll have to find something to do. Maybe I’ll start dating again…”

Once Saiguu goes to work, Yae calculates that she’ll need about 400,000 mora in seed money for the first building and about $1.5 million more to establish eight branch locations around Inazuma to prove it will work on an extended scale outside of the capital city. For international locations, she’ll need…

Well, she’ll get to that when it comes up.

After an hour, a respected businesswoman in the publishing industry sends her a response—suggesting a date and location to meet in downtown Inazuma City in a few days. Yae eagerly responds back, confirming the time and already feeling like she’s on cloud nine.

Her phone buzzes, and after a glance, she feels her heart squeeze when she sees it’s Ei asking after her, wondering about her day. Saying that she misses her.

Yae’s thumb hovers over her message before she quickly asks Ei to meet at the coffee shop for a short chat. Even with such sweet messages, there’s a part of her that wonders if Ei really does care.

Well, no matter. She can get back to her once she has something solid she can bring to the other girl.

Half a week later, after a really awkward picnic with Ei and the gang as well as setting up her homework arrangements, Yae arrives in the heart of downtown in high spirits and professionally dressed in a gray pencil skirt and a dark blazer.

She arrives half an hour earlier than her prospective investor, studying all the details of the woman she was meeting so they could better connect.

At fifteen minutes to the allotted time, her potential investor arrives—a sharp-eyed Liyuen woman who has established a number of bookstores in both her home country and in Inazuma. She glances over Yae and nods. “Good to meet you. Yae Miko, I presume?”

Yae smiles her brightest while reaching over to shake her hand.

The woman sits down and crosses her legs. “So, tell me, why a publishing house?”

Yae raises an eyebrow. “Well, you certainly are direct. I’ll return the gesture.” She takes a breath. “Because traditional publishing houses have gotten too careful. They publish the same kind of story over and over again in the hopes of maximizing profits and minimizing risks. Consequently, what they are doing is losing profit long term as readers search for something novel and original rather than a recycled cliched plot that they’ve seen so many times. We are inquisitive creatures after all—we love innovation that tickles our brain and makes us crave more.”

The woman nods, expression unchanging. Yae takes out the files in her folder. “I have prepared the standard financial projections: how much money I needed to raise, how long it would take to open the first store, how long before we’d be profitable, how investors would get a return on their capital. I even have a blueprint drawn up for my first location.”

As the woman reads through the documents, Yae takes a breath, preparing for her final speech.

She draws upon all the passion she had about her publishing house, about the opportunity to encourage stories from promising authors, speaking from her deepest convictions of how much Inazuma needs this.

Over the next fifteen minutes, Yae explains how much she could offer from her marketing education and background to the broad perspective she had developed from being around successful entrepreneurs. She emphasizes how she could plan, pivot, and execute whatever expansion strategy they would come up with together to reach their mutual goals.

At the end, the woman sighs, taking off of her glasses. “The economy is looking to go into a recession, and you’re thinking of opening up a publishing house with no reputation to it.” She takes out a pale cloth to wipe the lens. “On top of that, you are asking me to bet on someone who has no experience actually running a business—just a lot of pretty promises and little else to show for it.”

Yae bristles. “I can assure you that—“

“Did you know the numbers for your projections are off?” When Yae pauses, surprised, the woman continues on. “500,000 mora would have been enough to start a business two years ago, likely when you started planning for this. Right now, the actual cost is 2 million. How are you going to raise that capital?”

“The same way I was going to do my initial amount,” Yae answers smoothly, though her hands shake under the table.

Examining Yae, the investor eventually sighs and gets up. “Investors want more than just a plan. Some experience or a track record of success would be good.” She shakes her head. “Perhaps, a marketing firm may hire you once you graduate. If not, I have a few retail positions that could use a person like you. It’ll be more fitting for where you are right now.”

Yae smiles tightly. “Thank you. I’ll consider it.”

It’s only after the woman leaves that Yae calls Ei’s father, relating what happened, her jaw tight. “…told me to give up and offered me a job instead. That woman!”

Yasu laughs. “Congratulations on your first rejection. Welcome to being an entrepreneur.”

Yae’s fingers curl. “She underestimated me.”

“She was logically evaluating you according to her needs and values. It doesn’t mean you have to agree.” He hums. “It sounds like either how you communicate your vision or your choice of investor needs to change.”

Yae wants to bang her head on a wall. “So, what now?”

Yasu sounds amused. “Keep going.”

A couple of weeks afterwards, Yae’s aunt finds her drunk on the living room table one evening.

Saiguu’s nose wrinkles at the open bottle of sake. “The strong stuff?”

Hiccuping, Yae pushes herself up. “25 rejections. I think I’m entitled to self-pity.”

Saiguu eyes her. “Don’t you think talking to your girl is more effective and less expensive than this type of coping?”

Yae rolls over, vision blurring. “I’m fine.”

“Your drunk ass says otherwise. Go work it out with her already.”

Yae slurs, “What does it matter if we reconcile? She’ll still marry him anyway. I can’t go back with nothing.”

Her aunt pinches the bridge of her nose irritably. “Okay, then go get her unmarried already.”

“I’m trying.” Yae drops her head to the table. “Why is it so hard to keep a good woman?”

“Like I would know.” Saiguu eyes her before shrugging and joining Yae at the table. “It’s only losers who drink alone. Shove over.”

Within ten minutes, Saiguu is wailing about her sob story too. “…and this lady is so perfect, but, man, her sister looks like she wants to kill me.”

“You should go for her anyway. Screw the sister!” Yae pauses. “And slap your woman’s ass in front of her! Show dominance!”

“Yeah! That’ll show her!” Saiguu chugs down her glass before she pulls something from her coat. “Oh, by the way, here’s a letter from your girl.”

“What? Why?” Yae fumbles opening the seal. “I’m too drunk for this. I’ll read it later.”

“Tell me again: why are you doing all of this?” Saiguu sways where she sits, looking close to passing out. “You know she loves you anyway, right?”

“I know, but—“ Yae’s fingers clench on the table. “—I’m not—“ Good enough. “—successful like he is. Not yet. And maybe if I show that I can be, he’ll—“

Yae turns to see Saiguu slumping over, snoring lightly. She snorts before grabbing her aunt to haul her to bed.

The next day, she wakes with a roaring headache and a vague sense that there is something really important she needs to do, though she isn’t sure what exactly. She shrugs it off, noticing that Saiguu added another letter to the pile on her desk. She’ll get back to it later.

A week later, Yae goes to meet one of her contacts in a secluded clearing by the forestry buildings. When she arrives, she texts the person and waits.

A few seconds later, Shinobu shuffles out of the shadows, a file folder tucked under her arm. “Morning, Yae. Get a good sleep?”

“Good enough.” Yae brings up her phone and quickly taps on it. “I’ve just transferred the funds.”

Shinobu waits a moment to check before she hands over the folder. “The essay on Qualitative Investigation on Ancient Product Development in Sumeru was a pain to find primary sources for, but you should find the notes for your classes comprehensive and organized.”

“Wonderful. I do admire top quality work.” Yae looks over the papers inside, neatly typed with her name in the right hand corner. “I’ll text you if I have more for you.”

Nodding, Shinobu tips her cap slightly. “Pleasure doing business with you.”

She takes a few steps before turning back slightly. “I know our relationship is just professional, but…are you okay?”

“Yes, fine.” Yae’s eyes flick up. “I didn’t realize you were throwing in concern for free.”

“One of my many optional add-ons to increase customer retention,” Shinobu replies flippantly, “but, seriously, you look like you could use some sleep.”

“I’m fine!” Yae snaps. “And I’ll sleep when I’m dead.”

“Dead clients don’t pay my bills.”

“If you’re so preoccupied with payment, you can always hit up my aunt.” Yae waves dismissively. “She works as an assistant lecturer in the literature building.” Turning around, Yae brings up her phone, cursing at yet another rejection in her email. “Keep your focus on yourself. That’s how you stay out of trouble.”

Shinobu doesn’t disagree so Yae leaves.

Later that day, Yae attends one of her classes for the first time in a while, just to hear if the internships have been placed yet. If she gets the one she wants, she’ll be able to position herself to meet more potential investors who might be interested in hearing her ideas.

When the professor reveals that the internships haven’t been finalized, Yae exhales, dropping her head against the desk, fighting the fluttering of her eyelashes which threaten to come together.

By the time class is over, Yae barely manages to make it out without staggering before leaning against a wall just outside her classroom doors. She closes her eyes for a moment to rest when she hears someone address her that she’d rather not deal with.

Tensing her jaw, she opens her eyes. “Ayato, good to see you too.”

Kamisato has that perpetually polite smile on his face that sometimes makes Yae wonder if there is a serial killer behind his pretty boy looks. “Yae, it was a surprise to see you here today, considering that you have not been seen as of late.”

“My, my, with all the attention you’re giving me, I’m starting to think you might have a crush.”

“Nothing of the sort.” Ayato smiles again, all polish. “It is strange to hear you have started to settle down on campus. You’ve gotten so infamous, I heard you frequently referred to as ‘Yaya Miko’ or Lady Yaya.”

Like she cares what he thinks. “Do you have a point, Kamisato?”

He tilts his head curiously. “It is so curious that your girlfriend is spending so much time putting my sister into a relationship right now.” He adjusts his cuff link. “So, naturally, I spoke to Miss Raiden, expressing my concerns and—“

Yae grabs his collar and bares her teeth, slamming him against the wall. “You stay away from Ei.”

“Of course. I’ve already said my piece.” He leans in, grabbing her hands and pulling them off of him. “And sabotage invites counter sabotage. You’ll do well to remember that in the future. Perhaps, you should ask Miss Raiden about our choice of topics.” He lets go, another polite smile appearing on his face before he turns and walks off.

Yae is half tempted to hurl her book at his head, but committing battery isn’t on her agenda today and she has miles on her to-do list to go. She quickly opens her phone, typing out a quick message to Ei when an email pops up about a potential investor deciding to back out at the last minute.

Cursing, Yae calls the man, and the text goes unfinished, forgotten, as he apologizes for his sudden reversal but staying firm about his decision not to invest in her. Thanking him politely even with her spirits sinking, Yae glances down her dwindling list of potential people to call and pitch her idea.

The rejections were bad—varying from pity to outright derision about the scope of her plans. What would a young newcomer like her know about running a successful international business from the ground up? Not that it stopped. If anything, Yae learns that when she hears mockery of her ideas, it drives her further to prove them wrong and get the last laugh herself.

The worst part, she found, is missing Ei, since Yae hardly got more than a couple of hours of sleep a night, much less finding time to be with her. She manages all right, having stolen a bunch of Ei’s clothes before they went on a break. Curling herself around them at night, she breathes in Ei’s scent, soothing herself and feeling almost like her love is nearby.

It has to be enough, because getting too close to Ei feels like her resolve to commit to her plan is breaking. She has that effect on her, so Yae stiffens when she hears Ei call out to one day on campus.

Ei runs up to her. “Miko, stop.”

Yae turns, feeling her heart clenching at the sight of her—the way her hair falls neatly across her face, the tiny beauty mark at the corner of one eye.

She carefully composes her expression, because she’s not sure she can stand another emotional blow like last time if she opens up again. “What is it?”

“I—“ Ei straightens up, clearing her throat. She glances away for a moment, and Yae hates how she loves even that small movement. “I wanted to talk to you. Did you get my letter?”

Letter? Oh, the one Saiguu had slapped down on her desk like before they stumbled into their respective beds. “Yes, but I haven’t had a chance to read it.”

Her phone buzzes, and Yae glances down to see that it’s from a well-known businessman she’s waiting to hear from. It’s taken her multiple calls to even get his attention. “I should get going.”

As she turns, Ei grabs her wrist—the touch precise and gentle. Yae swallows back the urge to ask for more as she faces Ei despite knowing the time on the call is running out.

Ei blurts, “I haven’t seen you around my lab for a while.” She bites a corner of her lip, and Yae is stunned at how many adorable tics one girl could have. “I wondered what you’re doing now.”

Yae doesn’t have time to explain everything right now. She doesn’t even have time to unravel the confusing mess of emotions she feels when she looks at Ei, the short contact between them like a drop of water to a thirsty man in a desert. How even being so close without touching like they usually do leaves Yae feeling so unseen.

Mustering all of her willpower, she steps away, patting Ei on the hand before continuing to walk along. Even that brief time together already makes her want to turn back. “Merely what you wanted. Giving each other space. Wasn’t that what you wanted?”

Yae is already answering the buzzing phone when she realizes Ei hasn’t replied. She turns, but Ei is already walking away with a blonde girl she doesn’t recognize. Her fingers clench briefly around her device before she shakes her head. She’ll have to talk with Ei later when they both have time to breathe. To see how she’s doing. To see what Ayato said.

Still, she messages her aunt to keep an eye on Ei, and Saiguu quickly responds with a “Yup, yup! Totally doing that!”

Yae pauses, wondering if she should inquire further what Saiguu is doing exactly, but her phone goes off as yet another investor bails out on her and she’s scrambling to find more to sit down with.

The workload gets so bad that Yae finds herself leaning on walls or tables whenever she has an opportunity, closing her eyes for a moment only to realize she’s fallen asleep for a few seconds.

Even her aunt gets concerned when she finds Yae resting her head on her arms on the table one morning while Saiguu busies herself by making breakfast. “Say, you want pancakes or a defibrillator? You look nearly dead, kid.”

Yae exhales, lamenting, “I’ve been rejected by 69 investors to date.”

Saiguu pauses, spatula above the hot frying pan. “Huh, that’s the first time you’ve been bothered by a 69.”

Yae doesn’t bother to throw anything at her. Saiguu whistles, “That serious, huh?”

Saiguu sits down, looking Yae in the eyes. “Kid, what are you doing? You can’t go on like this. Talk to your girl. She’d listened.”

Yae mumbles, more to herself. “What does it matter if she’ll end up leaving no matter what I do?”

“What was that?”

“Nothing.” Standing, Yae glances at her watch. “I gotta go. I’m going to drop by someplace to see an old friend and get some much-needed perspective.”

Twenty minutes later, she finds herself in front of her old dorm. Gendou is seething when she opens the door. “I switched roommates for the entire semester, and I still can’t get rid of you.”

Yae brushes past, patting her on the shoulder. “Oh, you know you love me.”

She flops onto Makoto’s bed, pausing before shooting right back off when she realizes that Makoto’s scent is almost like Ei’s.

Gendou crosses her arms. “So, what do you want?”

A sounding board and a sympathetic ear, Yae realizes as she relays the last few weeks and their effect on her. She’s not sure why she chose Gendou though. “…and that’s where we are now.”

“What do you mean we? I thought I got rid of you and your shit weeks ago.”

“Yes, I missed you too.” Yae taps her fingers on her crossed arms. “I’m at an impasse. I’m running out of people to ask.”

“How about the rich girl you’re dating?”

“Absolutely not.”

“Fine. How about her sister?”

Yae pauses, contemplating the idea before shaking her head. “No, if Ei found out that I asked Makoto and not her…I need to find someone else.”

“Why not ask the guy who’s giving you advice?” Gendou looks exasperated. “If he’s as successful as you say, he probably knows someone who would want to get in with you.”

Pausing, Yae considers the idea. Why didn’t she think of it herself before? “That’s not a bad approach.”

“Great, you can leave now.” Gendou looks at her before doing a double take. “Actually, you look like you could really use some sleep.”

“Gee, thanks.”

“No, seriously.” Gendou seems to chew the inside of her cheek before steeling her expression. “I’d hate to ask you this, because it means I’ll get caught up in your shit again, but is everything okay?”

Yae swallows and holds her hands together. She hasn’t even told anyone about the heart palpitations and dizziness spells she’s been having recently. “Fine, really. If I didn’t know any better, I’d almost say you’d cared.”

“Stop deflecting.” Gendou rubs her forehead. “Why are you trying so hard? You’re killing yourself working to get your idea off the ground.”

Because Yae couldn’t stand it if Ei ever looked at her with pity like she thought Zhongli did. When they met to discuss the contract, she swore she saw a familiar look in his eyes when he asked her about whether she could afford to support Ei in her own goals, in her potential. Just something about the shape of his mouth, the tilt of her head reminded her of how adults used to look at her when she was a little girl and still living with her parents, wandering in clothes so used, they might as well be rags.

She hates it—that look they always gave her, like she was something lesser, poorer. She would break if Ei ever saw her like that.

When Gendou taps her foot impatiently against the ground, Yae realizes that she is still waiting for a response. “I want Ei’s future social circles to acknowledge me. Her jerk fiancé is right that she needs someone who can support her economically, socially, and politically, given the kinds of people I saw at that rich lady’s house. Ei is already not…socially adept. How much worse would it be for her if she’s partnered with someone who can’t keep up too?”

Gendou raises an eyebrow. “Doing a lot of work then for a girl who belongs to another.”

“She does n—“ Yae sucks in a breath, catching herself. “She’s not a thing. She can choose with whom she wants to belong.”

“And, legally, she’s going to belong to the rich guy you can’t stand.” Gendou pinches her nose. “Well, worst case scenario: if she marries him, you two could always still be friends.”

But Yae doesn’t want to be friends.

After her trip to Gendou’s, Yae returns home, calling Ei’s father with a new suggestion in mind. “Hello Mr. Raiden, I am running out of leads to follow, and I was wondering if you knew any potential investors who might be interested in supporting my proposal.”

“Perhaps.” Yasu hums. “What kind of person are you looking for now?”

“Someone as dedicated to the spread of stories and knowledge as I am.” Yae runs her hand through her hair. “Someone who loves the expansion of new ideas and discovery as well as having deep financial pockets and connections all over Teyvat.” But what were the chances she’d meet someone like that?

Yasu is silent for a moment. “I know someone.”

Yae almost falls off of her chair. “Who?”

“A new connection—I’ll forward you her details now. She is rather busy so I would urge you to take the earliest appointment offered, even if you need to change your schedule to do so. Prepare extensively for her questions because she will have a lot.”

Yae eagerly checks her email, scanning over the contents of the message that just arrived. “Lord Kusanali?”

“She specializes in data management and information acquisition. A new relationship that Mei established after meeting her at Lady Ningguang’s last get together.”

Yae must have missed her while she was busy watching La Signora get tasered. “Thank you for all of your help. I’ll contact her now.”

“My pleasure. I hope you’ll do well.”

Yae calls and manages to book the appointment with Kusanali a week from now—the young CEO so busy that it was her earliest slot. Her secretary—a stoic man named Alhaitham—rattles off all sorts of reasons why Yae needs to make the best use of his boss’ time, and Yae barely manages to not roll her eyes by the time she hangs up.

“Oh my gods, I have a shot.” Yae rubs her eyes, feeling like she’s weighed down by iron and lead, a small headache building at her temples that she ignores. She’s been having them frequently enough that she’s more or less used to them. “This might be it, and then—“

Yae glances at the small velvet box sitting on her desk that she bought on a whim one day while running around downtown. The contents had been beautiful, perfect—catching Yae’s eye immediately, much like the woman she wanted to give it to. Logically, she knew it was foolish, given the situation between them and how strapped for cash Yae was with trying to launch a two million mora business, but she couldn’t help herself. Her heart wanted it. And it still does.

Shaking her head, Yae scribbles in her planner, making all sorts of notes for how to prepare for this upcoming meeting. Her eyes drift shut, once in a while, and Yae finds herself frequently blinking, trying to stay alert.

She’s staring at the wall with her notes and charts, trying to make sense of her next steps as her eyelids flutter shut, and she jerks herself awake again. One moment, she’s struggling to stay awake at her desk, standing in an attempt to shake off the sleepiness; the next moment she opens her eyes, she’s staring up at an unfamiliar white linoleum ceiling before her mind registers the greenish-blue curtains around her and the nurse speaking to her. “—iss? Miss? Can you hear me?”

Yae turns her head, and the right side of her face burns. Her eyes sting from the brightness of the lights. “Wha—“

Saiguu pounces in, rattling the steel frame of the bed Yae’s in. “Oh, thank fuck. Hey, kid, you got any brain damage from that smack to the head?”

Struggling to knit her floating thoughts together, Yae looks back at the nurse, who kindly holds a glass of water with a straw to her. “How is the brightness?”

Yae squeezes her eyes shut. “It’s giving me a headache.”

“I see.” The nurse flicks the light switch, and Yae instantly feels the building headache alleviate itself in the dark. “You passed out at home, and your aunt brought you here when she noticed that you had hit your head on the desk when you fainted.”

“Hard not to.” Saiguu crosses her arms, grumbling, “She was bleeding after all.”

Ah, that explains the ache on that side. And the apparent hospital visit. “How bad is it?”

The nurse waits until Yae takes a drink before answering, “Well, we’ll get the doctor in to check you soon, but we suspect you might have a concussion. At the minimum, you have five stitches on the side of your head and some severe bruising. We had to shave part of your head to do so though.”

Yae automatically reaches out, feeling stubble beneath her fingertips and pain as she accidentally brushes against a stitch. Of course, of all times. “Okay, thank you. Can you get the doctor to come as soon as they can?”

Agreeing to do so, the nurse exits. The moment the door shuts, Saiguu whips towards her. “You little shit, you gave me the fright of my life.”

“Oh, so sorry to cause you concern, dear aunt,” snaps Yae. “Let me just get checked out, and I’ll get out of your hair.”

“Not a chance.” When Yae gives her a curious look, Saiguu adds, “I’ve asked the hospital to keep you here to monitor you for a few days to make sure you’re okay.”

Yae grips the bed frame hard. “How kind of you, but I’m really okay. I have a lot of work to do—“

“Didn’t you get it that you passed out from exhaustion, and that’s why you’re sitting here in a flimsy paper gown with stitches on your head? Maybe going back to the grindstone isn’t the best idea after working 18 hour-days for how many weeks straight.”

“I have to prepare to speak with Lord Kusanali—“

“And you have your health to look after.” Saiguu gives a stern look, which so rarely happens that Yae actually pauses. “You can reschedule meetings, but if you compromise your health too much, you can end up paying for it for the rest of your life.”

Yae frowns. “I can rest after I finish—“

“Dammit, Miko, pay attention! I was fucking scared when you collapsed like that!” Saiguu snarls, starling Yae. “I can’t take watching you nearly kill yourself. You are going to stay here and listen to the doctors and nurses and recover from your overambitious stupidity. Else, so help me gods, I will take away your phone so you can’t do that again!”

“I’m an adult!” Yae protests.

“One who worked herself into collapsing and is currently living under my house.” Saiguu crosses her arms. “Until you get back your fucking senses, I’m taking care of you.”

In a rare example of actual parenting, Saiguu actually follows through on her words, arriving every day to check on Yae, conveniently forgetting the phone even as Yae asks her repeatedly to bring it so she could work.

Saiguu cuts her up an apple, whistling as she does so, “Screens only make your concussion worse.”

Yae thins her lips. The doctor did confirm she had a head injury, though luckily, there were no changes to her sense of balance or damage to her nervous system. “Give me something at least. You can’t just save my life, only to let me die of boredom here.”

So, Saiguu brings her some crocheting needles, and, a few days later, Yae’s halfway through a decent-looking scarf when she gets discharged and picked up by her aunt. Throughout her stay, Yae constantly looked to her side, wishing Ei was there, on the verge of asking Saiguu to summon her. At the last second, when Saiguu would look at her with an inquisitive look, Yae’s mouth would snap shut on her question, and she’d end up asking her aunt how to do a half double crochet stitch again.

Yae was certain that Ei would freak out if she found out Yae had given herself stitches and a concussion from overworking herself. She couldn’t face the look of pity Ei would have, not to mention all the rejections and lack of results from her plans. She couldn’t stand it if Ei didn’t see her as an equal.

She really doesn’t have the patience for all of these bothersome thoughts, and she’s almost relieved by Aunt Saiguu’s incessant chattering as the latter helps her through the apartment door. “…and I got a hot date tonight. Oh! That Shinobu kid came to my class, wondering where you were. Technically, I’m supposed to report incidents of academic dishonesty, but you just had a head injury so what the heck. Also, you’re not my student. Phew, bullet dodged.”

Yae grits her teeth. She’s forgotten about the payment for the typed up assignments. “How much did she ask you for?”

“Nothing! I told her what happened to you, and she went all quiet for a moment before saying she’ll take care of the week’s work and for you to not worry about it.”

“That’s…” Yae pauses. “…unexpected.” She’ll have to talk to Shinobu on payment, even if the latter refuses.

Saiguu ruffles Yae’s hair who irritably bats her hand away. “She’s a good kid. Most of your friends are.”

“She’s not—“ Yae glances at the wall clock. Something about the date and time reminds her of something, and Yae is horrified when she remembers. “My meeting with Lord Kusanali is happening soon.”

“Yeah, yeah. Not like you just got out of the hospital or anything,” Saiguu grumbles. “Just try not to push yourself too hard.”

Yae hobbles faster towards her room, shutting the door close. She spots her phone on the desk, semi-charged, but enough for what she needs to do.

Realizing she only has an hour to prepare, Yae does her best to dress herself and read up on Kusanali’s background and achievements, shoving over a pile of books to make space when a letter from the top slides down in front of her. Recognizing the beautiful handwriting on the front, something in Yae’s chest hammers, and she reaches out to read Ei’s letter that she’s long forgotten.

The writing is simple enough—a single, sincere apology for all of the times Ei has misread a cue and unintentionally made Yae feel uncared for, unwanted, abandoned. For misunderstanding what she meant when she asked about Zhongli, about not telling her that Yae is good enough for Ei, that Ei wouldn’t trade her for anyone. That Ei wants her, and her only.

At the bottom of the letter is an ink print of Ei’s hand, which is so simple and stupid that it shouldn’t work to melt Yae’s heart, but it does.

Yae touches the print, admiring how it nearly seems to match her own hand. An overwhelming urge to smell it for even a whiff of Ei comes upon her, even though she knows it is strange. In an odd way, it is like Ei touching her from afar.

Well, once Yae impresses Lord Kusanali and settles her business, then maybe…maybe she and Ei can really talk.

Yae would like that.

Time slips by too quickly, and Yae only has a few minutes to scroll through the dozens of messages from various investors, classmates, and future contractors before her meeting starts. She hasn’t even been able to check if Ei had sent anything recently when the video call starts up on her laptop, and she immediately drops her device to pay attention.

A young girl appears in the screen, a grey tablet in front of her on a walnut desk as she laces her fingers together and gives Yae a wide grin. Behind her is a large glass wall with an abundance of greenery and vines behind that.

“No technical issues,” the girl muses. “I’ll have to give the IT department a raise then.”

…Yae didn’t expect to have a business meeting with someone so young that her first instinct is to adopt her.

“Hello, it’s a pleasure to meet you.” Lord Kusanali smiles, not looking a day over eight years old. “Mr. Raiden has mentioned a bright, young student under his tutelage, and I was interested in meeting you.” She squints. “That’s an interesting haircut. Did you hit your head, by the way?”

Ah, the bruises. Yae had forgotten about them. “Yes, minor accident. Don’t worry about it. It’s a pleasure likewise to meet you, Lord Kusanali.”

The CEO waves the comment off. “You can call me Nahida. Now—“ She looks down at a tablet on her desk, tapping her tiny fingers on the large screen.

Nahida hums as she pulls up some info on her tablet. “Given that Inazuma has a penchant for storms, how do you plan to manage shipping delays due to outrageous weather? What about the tariffs and taxes of exporting the books? How could you justify their costs among cheaper competitor items from more local markets?”

She peers over her device. “Oh, sorry! We should get to know each other better first. I was just so curious about your answers.”

“That’s all right. I’m glad to hear that you want to know the logistical details of my planned shipping routes as well as my ideas for breaking into international markets.” Yae pauses. “I’m just surprised because most businesspeople I’ve met so far want to ask—“

“Why books, right?” Nahida taps her fingers on the table. “Completely understandable. Books aren’t in the same line of necessity as food and housing. It seems like you are marketing them as an affordable luxury, am I right?”

Yae smiles. “Come now. Given that you yourself are rumored to have a personal library dedicated to your favourite writings, I would hardly call them a luxury. Stories have a personal connection to the people who fall in love with them, and I would say personal connection is an affordable necessity. We all hunger for community. It’s hard-wired into us.”

Nahida nods, making a note on her tablet before smiling. “I agree.” She glances up again. “A publishing house takes years to develop the kind of reputation that will draw talented authors to it. Given that you’re asking for funding, I suppose you’re not looking to go into self-publishing yourself. How many books do you plan to publish a year? What about editors and designers? How about…”

And so forth. Nahida doesn’t seem to drill her like the other investors have; she neither speaks down to Yae or shakes her head at her. Instead, the young girl is inquisitive, bright green eyes wide as she hangs on Yae’s words, typing her notes as quickly as she can. Despite their different stations, Yae doesn’t feel like Nahida treats her any differently than…an equal.

And for the first time in months, Yae relaxes.

Lord Kusanali takes up most of the hour asking about how Yae plans to expand rapidly, what her mission statement is, her branding…her reason.

“Because we live on in stories—those are our legacies, our evidence that once upon a time, we existed and mattered too. I don’t intend to write anything myself, but I do want to draw out the potential of those who dare to dream and write and create. I see my job as helping those with a great destiny refine themselves and reach their goals. And profit, of course.”

Nahida nods, tapping out the letters on her tablet slowly with her index fingers, tongue sticking out. “…F…I…T.”

Yae’s lips quirk at the adorable sight before she remembers she’s in a serious meeting. She clears her throat. “Let me bring up my financial projections—“

“No need. I just have one more question.” Nahida thinks about it for a moment, finger on her chin while Yae’s heartbeat races so fast, she’s nearly dizzy. “Could we publish some books about taking anxiety dookies? Kids might need to learn this.”

…Yae has an idea of what a “dookie” is, but at this point, she’ll take anything. “Of course.”

“Great. Then, I expect to hear the results so far next quarter. Once you’ve successfully established your Inazuma location, we can talk about opening up one in Sumeru.” Nahida closes her tablet, smiling brightly. “Would three million be enough to start off with?”

Yae’s heartbeat feels like a hammer against her chest. “That is more than enough, but…you have no other questions? Even about me?”

Nahida tilts her head, big green eyes curious. “You have more solid business plans than 80% of the potential candidates l’ve met. Mr. Raiden has praised your sharp instincts when it comes to seizing opportunities, and I see why when I hear your plans, the passion and honesty in your voice. I already knew I was going to invest in you five minutes into the conversation.

“Whatever is driving you is big. You have a lot on the line to lose…and even more to win. You’re the kind of person who will do whatever it takes to succeed because they need to succeed, and I like to bet on that.

“Besides,” Nahida smiles, gesturing around her. “…success doesn’t mean much if you get there alone. I want to give to those who want to do more too!”

Yae opens and closes her mouth, flabbergasted. Those words sound familiar. “I…see.” She clears her throat. “Thank you. I’ll make use of every cent. Your investment in me will be worth it.”

“Sounds good.” Nahida waves. “Okay, I have to go. Dook dook on the way.”

She hangs up, and Yae slumps back in her chair, hands over her face as trembles start to wrack her body before she barks out laughter and a strangled sob. “I did it.”

All the stress and heartache of the last few weeks seep away from her in that moment, and Yae laughs giddily, like a child figuring out a delightful secret. She feels higher and lighter than she’s ever been. She wants to go out and hug everyone she sees. She wants to go to her girl and sweep her up in her arms—

Gasping, she scrabbles for her phone even as a deep exhaustion overcomes her—like all of her energy from her efforts is draining from her at once. “I need to tell Ei. I should—“

When Yae wakes, it’s nearly four hours later. She blinks, groaning as she peels herself out of the chair she passed out in and checking her phone to see that it died. Cursing, she plugs it in to charge, running her hand over her messy hair as she wavers on her feet, careful to avoid her stitches.

She needs a shower. And to eat. And to check what day it is now. But strangely enough, she feels refreshed; rested. She feels like she’s finally woken up from a deep sleep, and her thoughts have become sharp again, clear after a long period of fogginess.

She feels like she can think again.

After washing and dressing into clean clothes, Yae wanders into the kitchen to see her aunt making dinner, cursing as she shoves a chicken into the oven.

“You’re awake! And not smelling like a hobo.” Saiguu pushes her over to a cutting board with a knife and a pile of sweet potatoes. “Make yourself useful, and chop something. My hot date is coming over tonight, and I’m hoping to get some appreciation if all goes well.”

“Eww.” Yae shudders before starting to cut. “You’re going a long way for a booty call.”

“Not a booty call. A real one this time. I want you to meet her.” Saiguu mixes something in a bowl before glancing down sheepishly. “Haven’t even gotten that far yet. Waiting for the relationship to age a bit like a fine wine before I enjoy it.”

Yae pauses. “If you’re waiting for it to age, maybe twenty years will do for her so you two can match.”

“Ha ha, fuck you, kid.”

They bicker back and forth amiably until the vegetables are in the oven, and Saiguu ends up gushing about her new woman over a glass of wine. “…seriously, she’s so classy. I don’t know what she wants with me.”

Yae doesn’t either but wisely sips her sake in lieu of answering. Saiguu continues rambling, “She’s got this goddess kind of look—a woman you would worship on the spot, y’know?”

Thinking of Ei and how she looks so elegant in everything she does, Yae sighs, “Yeah, I do.”

Someone knocks at the front door, and Saiguu checks her watch, perking. “That should be her now!”

Yae’s aunt practically bounces over, and secretly, Yae smiles, happy for her if not slightly cringing at her aunt’s declining dignity.

“Oh, yeah! There’s something you should know.” Saiguu already half-opens the door. “It’s—“

Makoto steps over the threshold and gapes at the sight of Yae. “Oh, so here’s where you’re at.” She peers closer. “What happened to your hair and your face?”

“Not important.” Yae looks Makoto up and down. “Well, well. Does Ei know you’re here?”

“You’re the last person that should mention her,” Makoto retorts.

“Ooh, a little sharp there. Sore spot?”

Saiguu steps between them. “Girls! Wine and dinner first. Cat fight after.” She closes the door, muttering, “Didn’t your mothers teach you manners?” She pauses, looking at Yae. “Oh, wait.”

Yae makes to leave. “I guess I should be going to find another place to sleep tonight.”

Makoto stops her. “You’re not going anywhere. I have questions—“

Saiguu slams the roast chicken dish onto the trivet on the kitchen island. “Dinner! Cold! Damn kids!”

The dinner is extremely awkward.

Saiguu glances between the two girls staring daggers at one another. “Makoto, this is—“

“I know. She’s dating my sister, and she was in my class.”

Yae turns, eyes narrowing. “Did you forget that we already know each other, Aunt Saiguu?”

“…apparently, I did.” Saiguu claps her hands together. “Well, that saves introduction time. So, how’s the chicken?”

Yae doesn’t know what she did, but Makoto glares at her throughout the entire dinner like she’s barely holding herself back from reaching over the table and smacking her. Given that Makoto looks like she would crumple if she hurt a fly, Yae ignores her, drifting in and out of conversation as she thinks about how to move onto the next step of her business and getting excited to tell Ei that she’s made some significant steps.

Saiguu’s voice catches her attention. “Hey, Makoto, did you know that the kid here finally got some funding for her publishing thingy, though she went through 69 rejections first,” Saiguu announces properly.

Makoto’s eyes slide from Saiguu’s to Yae’s. “Indeed. 69 total?”

“No, just those who gave a formal response.” If Yae included the people who never answered, the number would triple.

Makoto’s gaze lingers on the bruises on Yae’s face. “And what did that cost you? How did you even have time to do that with your schoolwork?”

Yae shrugs. “I’m just a woman of many resources.”

“So, you secured seed funding to officially launch?” Makoto presses, her eyes narrowing. “Where are you going to find the time to do that in your last semester?”

“Actually,” Yae pauses, knowing she hasn’t even told Aunt Saiguu yet, “I was thinking of dropping out of school to run it.” At the others’ shocked looks, she adds, “It’s only a degree while I have an opportunity to run and really go for my publishing house. Opportunity sometimes only comes once, y’know?” Not to mention Yae couldn’t wait for the marriage contract to come about. “Anyway, as nice as eating here in this weird atmosphere has been, I should—“

Saiguu claps her hands together. “Oh, I know a way to break the ice—“

“We should have done that thirty minutes ago, Aunt Saiguu.”

“—let’s play 20 questions. I’ll go first! Kid, what is your greatest fear?”

Yae is exasperated. Really? If she was going to try and change the subject, she’d be better off dropping the chicken on the ground.

She glances at Saiguu’s expression, and her aunt’s face is begging her to play along at least for a little while, glancing sidelong at Makoto who has an unreadable look. Despite herself, Yae feels herself softening.

Yae pauses. “My greatest fear is—“

Makoto cuts in. “Let me guess. Celibacy?”

“Hey, play nice now.” Saiguu nods at Makoto. “That was a good burn though, honey.”

Yae grits her teeth before taking a moment to think about the answer. She shivers as a clear vision appears in her mind.

Ei looking down at her with such cold and distant eyes, it’s like the girl Yae knew no longer exists. Like Yae is just another task for Ei to take care of—another irritation. An illogical occurrence that requires efficient and brusque solutions.

Like Ei is gone, and all that’s left is a shadow of who she was.

“Yes, however did you guess, Makoto?” Yae stabs a roasted carrot before bringing it to her mouth. “Thank gods I have your sister to relieve that.”

“Not like you’ve been doing lately with how you’re avoiding her.”

Yae almost chokes. She grabs a napkin, dabbing at her lips. “Funny, I didn’t get the sense you two were hanging out much either.” She flicks her gaze towards Saiguu. “Too busy chasing women twice your age, I see.”

“Hey.” Saiguu loops an arm around Makoto’s tensed shoulders. “You be nice to her. This could be your future mom.”

“…I’ll kill you both twice before that happens.”

If Saiguu and Makoto get married and Yae continues to date Ei, would that mean that Yae is dating her aunt-in-law?

Saiguu scoffs. “Sticks and stones may break my bones, but murder threats will never find me.”

“I will find you,” Yae promises.

Makoto puts down her fork quietly. “I can’t stand that you’re just sitting here, all smug over some business deal after what you did to Ei.”

“And what did I do exactly?” Yae shrugs. “She wasn’t complaining about having space to her—“

Makoto stands up, pushing her chair back. “You made her cry.”

Yae pauses. When did she do that? “I’m afraid you’re confused. It was me who—“

She trails off, perplexed when she sees Makoto stalk off into the kitchen, only to see her come back with a filled spray bottle. “What are—“

She hisses as Makoto sprays her, knocking her chair over and jumping backwards onto the couch. “You lunatic!”

“Bad! Bad Yae! You think avoiding Ei and making her feel ignored is going to solve your hurt feelings? Bad!”

Saiguu grins, chuckling at the sight and laying one arm over Makoto’s shoulder. “You tell her, honey.”

Makoto whirls and sprays Saiguu in the face who falls backwards and shouts ‘My eyes!’ “You’re just as bad! You enabled her to make this decision! Yae needs to talk to Ei like an adult, and you should have told her so!”

She mists Saiguu mercilessly until the latter is a curled-up wet figure cowering on the floor. Pushing her hair from her face, Makoto turns to Yae. “Now, we should talk.”

She jabs a finger into Yae’s face. “You—talk to Ei right now, or I swear to Gods, I will spray you until—“

“Okay, okay.” Yae inhales sharply, pushing her wet bangs away from her eyes. “Archons.”

She quickly darts into her room and grabs her phone, holding it up so Makoto could see that Yae is serious.

“I was planning to do so anyway. I’ll respond to Ei, and—“ She opens her messages and scrolls to her girlfriend’s icon, only to pause at the most recent text from Ei. Her eyes focus on the words, but she isn’t comprehending their meaning for some reason. It’s such a foreign idea that her brain has to take time to process it, and when it does, Yae lets out a sharp exhale and a quiet “oh.”

Makoto looks puzzled. “What is it?”

Yae double-checks the message, triple-checks. When she can’t deny the words, she slides down the wall, holding her phone out to Makoto in lieu of answering and feeling like the world just sucker-punched her in the stomach.

Taking the device, Makoto also goes quiet as she reads through her sister’s messages. “Oh.” She checks the time stamp. “That was a couple of weeks ago. But Ei was—oh.”

Yae stares at her hands, feeling untethered, like reality has flipped upside down. Had she really let so much time slip by?

“It doesn’t feel real,” she whispers. “I don’t believe it. I can’t. It—“ She grips her hair. “I didn’t even notice.”

“…I honestly didn’t think she had it in her.” Makoto lowers herself to Yae’s level. “I guess I should give her more credit.”

“You’re happy?” Yae snaps. “Guess you would be. I was never good enough for your sister, was I?”

Makoto gives her a look, and it’s the first time Yae had ever seen such a hard expression in her eyes. “I’m giving you a pass because I know you’re really upset, but please don’t try to pick a fight with me just to vent your feelings.”

“I’m not—“ Yae’s breath catches. Oh Archons, the tears are coming. “I don’t understand. I thought Ei l—“ Her throat seizes, tightening. “I thought I had more time. What was the point of jumping through so many hoops?”

She made it, but she’s alone.

She wipes at her eyes, hiccuping. “You must think I look pathetic. Your sister is the only girl who could get me to cry over her.”

“Turns out it’s mutual.” Makoto crosses her arms. “You’re the only one Ei has cried over too.” Muttering, she adds, “Not that Ei dated anyone else.”

Gods, Yae needs to do something, anything together than feel the well of grief rushing up. She looks around, spotting her aunt shaking the water from her hair.

Yae bangs her fist on the wall. “You were supposed to watch her!”

Saiguu scoffs, “I did watch her—watch her try to get over you!”

She is absolutely useless.

Makoto glances sidelong. “Saiguu, why don’t you give us some space?”

Yae’s aunt is all too willing to leave what looks like an incredibly intense conversation. She scurries last into another room as Yae opens her mouth, about to snap at her when Makoto cuts in, “What were you even trying to do, Yae? Push Ei away? Well, you succeeded.”

“No, I—“ Yae looks down. She’s silent for a long time. “I was trying to prove that I was just as good as her so-called fiancé.”

Now, it’s Makoto’s turn to look puzzled. “Why? You know Ei would choose you over him, right?”

“Would she?” Yae mutters, wrapping her arms around her knees. “That stupid pretty boy is always going to be worth more than me—“ Yae angrily wipes at her eyes, but the tears keep coming. “—and I’ll never be enough for her.”

“Ei thought you were enough.” Makoto watches as Yae flinches at the words. “She was willing to fight our parents if they didn’t like you.”

Yae covers her face. “But when she leaves—“

“If. And if she does, so what? What are you going to do? I know you, Yae Miko. You’re not just going to roll over and die. What would you do?”

“What, a free therapy session?” Yae grits her teeth. “I don’t need your pity.”

“Pity? Get over your inferiority complex. It’s called compassion, because I’m a good person and, despite my better judgment, I care about what happens to you.” Makoto holds out a hand, keeping it there even when Yae refuses to take it. “I’ve never seen you as worse than me. A nuisance, yes, but not someone who couldn’t do better.”

Makoto plants her hands on her hips. “So, is it me that treats you as an inferior, or is it you that’s projecting your own feelings onto me?”

“Fuck off.”

“Great retort.” Makoto shakes her head. “So, what are you going to do now? Go back to your playgirl ways?”

No.

Yae has changed so irrevocably from the moment she met Ei that she cannot imagine going back to who she used to be. She cannot see a life without her. “I…I don’t know. I thought she would wait or something. I was almost there.” She rubs at an eye with one heel of her hand, shoulders sagging. “I was right though. She left me, just like my parents.”

“What are you—“ A light comes on in Makoto’s eyes like she’s finally put a puzzle piece together. “Ah, so that’s what this is about.”

With a horrifying look of sympathy, Makoto kneels down. “You know you don’t have to repeat what happened. If you don’t want your parents’ results, you need to learn to do things differently than they did.”

“I am. I tried.” Yae tucks her face, unwilling to let Makoto see her tears. “It failed anyway.”

“No, you didn’t. You’re still following in their footsteps whether you realized it or not.” Makoto studies ber. “Yae Miko, did you want to become your parents by doing what they did? By abandoning people when relationships get too hard and inconvenient for you to handle?”

Yae hisses, rising to her feet. “You seriously—“

“Prove to me that I’m wrong.” Makoto meets her eyes, rising with her. “Cause from here, it looks like all you’ve been doing is running away from having an actual conversation with Ei about how hurt you are. And not just from her either.”

Yae struggles to find words. “I have been—“

“You know, I ran into Ei on the way here. She was crying on my shoulder over what happened with you, though she wouldn’t tell me precisely.” Makoto’s lips thin. “You’re not the only one hurting over this. Just cause Ei doesn’t always express things the way people usually do doesn’t mean she doesn’t have feelings.”

Yae blinks. “She did?” She has never seen Ei cry. “I—I never meant to make her…”

“Yeah, well, you did. If you could have looked past yourself, you would see that she wasn’t happy either.” Makoto rubs at the bridge of her nose before speaking softly, “If this relationship is going to work, you’re going to have to trust that Ei is someone you can depend upon—that she’ll follow through on her promises and be someone you know will have your back. And if she isn’t…then it’s better to know now.”

“But she left—“

“Because you left her first. Emotionally. A healthy relationship can’t be built on silence and stonewalling. You need to open up—both of you idiots.”

Yae’s hands clench. “But what if…she really leaves? Of her own accord?”

Makoto shifts her weight into one leg, tilting her head and looking so much like her sister that Yae’s heart aches. “You really took 69 rejections from complete strangers, and, yet, you couldn’t take one potential rejection from one girl?”

“That girl—“ Yae lifts her gaze. “—meant the world to me.”

“Because you care. That’s why you’re running away.” Makoto pauses, weighing her words. “You fell in love. There’s no turning back.”

Rubbing at her face, Yae backs herself into the wall behind her. “What do I do?”

Makoto just looks at her. “I don’t know, Yae. What do you think you should do?”

“I’m…I’m going to get her back.” Yae’s throat works. “Or at least talk to her.”

“Good.” Makoto crosses her arms. “Cause if you were going to try and bail every time you guys had a major conflict, I’d rather you not date Ei at all. She doesn’t deserve someone who is such a yo-yo.”

Yae stares. “I thought you were the peaceful twin.”

“Being peaceful doesn’t mean being a doormat. If you were going to break my sister’s heart over and over again, I’ll put you down myself.”

Wow, both the twins are terrifying when they want to be.

“There is one thing though. This running away thing—you need to stop doing that.” Makoto sighs as Yae drops her gaze, “You were so focused on your fear of losing her that your actions unintentionally brought it about. Why don’t you focus on what it takes to have her instead?”

“You mean marry her? Gods, I’m trying.”

Makoto shakes her head. “I mean become a person worth marrying, no matter what. So much so that Ei would do everything to have you like you are doing for her.”

Yae lifts her eyes. “What do I have to do?”

“Change, Yae. If you’re so serious about Ei that you’re willing to forgo the degree you spent the last couple of years of your life on, then you might as well walk away from the patterns that aren’t working.” Makoto holds out her hand. “This is about choice. This is about moving away from your parents’ cycle so you can get what you want and need instead of sabotaging yourself.”

“But I don’t even know if she wants this relationship as much as I do.” Yae hangs her head, muttering, “It didn’t seem like it when we met Pretty Boy at least.”

Makoto taps her chin. “Hmmm…have you tried this thing called communicating?”

Yae scowls. “I’m serious.”

“So am I.” Makoto crosses her arms. “Yae, you’re assuming a lot about what Ei wants, and you’re not even going for the real question you want to ask: does Ei want you as much as you do her? Or is it a one-sided love with you trying to get affection from people who don’t even look at you? Again?”

Yae flinches. “I—“ Memories of her parents looking away when Saiguu takes her float to the surface. “It’s not that.”

Makoto shakes her head. “Saiguu told me how she gained guardianship of you. You were young. You should have had parents who cared, but you didn’t.” Her voice softens. “I’m sorry, Yae. It must have been lonely.”

Yae covers her eyes. “Playing shrink, now?” Her voice shakes. “Don’t expect me to pay the charges.”

Makoto touches Yae, who winces and tries to draw away, only to be hauled into Makoto’s bear-like embrace as she rocks Yae back and forth, humming. The girl can really hug. “This always soothed Ei when we were little.”

“I am not a child.” Still, the motion is strangely comforting, and almost against her will, Yae finds herself resting her head on Makoto’s shoulder. Despite being not as strong as her twin, being in Makoto’s arms like this feels like she’s being protected, cared for.

Wanted. Seen.

Loved.

“I’ve had my reservations about you dating my sister, but I see now that you’re not trying to wound her. You’re just hurt and scared and young—inexperienced and unaware of what makes a relationship last.”

“You’re the same age,” Yae mumbles into Makoto’s shirt, which the latter ignores.

“The point being is that this is your first big fight, and how you handle it is going to set the foundation for your relationship.”

Makoto rubs Yae’s back before letting go, and, despite herself, Yae feels a surge of affection for this girl who looks so much like her love. Trust, despite herself. “Whatever you really feel, you have to tell her clearly and directly. Not so she’ll do what you want, but so she understands. If you have any faith that my sister is a good woman, you’ll trust that she’ll at least listen to the things you need to say—the monsters you carry with you in your heart.”

Yae whispers, “What if she thinks I’m not worth it?”

Makoto shakes her head. “You’ll never confirm that if you don’t ask.”

Yae looks up at the ceiling for a long time. “I don’t—“ She shakes her head. “I’m still not…I don’t know how to say it to her.”

Makoto opens her mouth, about to answer when Saiguu interrupts.

Popping her head in the doorway, Saiguu waves her phone. She squints at her screen. “Hey, sorry to crash this party, but it seems like Ei is moving on. This idiot she referred me to says your girl is on a date at his restaurant with a blonde chick. Well, ex-girlfriend.”

Yae inhales sharply. Her hands curl into fists, and she shakes. Makoto notices, reaching over to squeeze her arm gently. “What will you do now?”

“I…” To lose Ei or face her demons? Yae doesn’t know. “What should I do?”

Makoto studies her before shrugging. “That depends on what you want.”

That’s simple enough then.

Yae stands. She looks at Makoto before nodding once. “Thanks…for the talk.”

“No problem. Do keep it a secret, because I want my sister to think she worked it out herself.”

Snorting softly, Yae turns away. “Even when you’re apart, you still care a lot about her. I wonder what it’s like to have someone like that.”

Guess Yae will have to take a risk to find out.

She goes off to talk with Ei.
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12. Chapter 12

Summary for the Chapter:
            Ei goes through much-needed introspection over what happened. She learns to accept some important things.
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    Ei doesn’t know what to make of the sudden void in her life, the familiar and lonely quiet at her side when she works in the lab now. She would go to Makoto for comfort, but the pair of them are still fighting about Saiguu so she isn’t sure that Makoto would be open to that. Heck, Ei still isn’t open to the idea herself, but she misses her twin like she’s lost half of her heart.

Well, with Yae gone too, it’s more like all of it.

Sleep doesn’t come easily to her as it used to. Instead, Ei stays up most of her night, working on the app feverishly to keep her brain occupied so it doesn’t wander to…well, so it doesn’t wander. Shenhe is up too, unable to rest after getting riled up by “stupid comments” online and tiring of yelling at people on the Internet. Between the two of them bouncing ideas back and forth during the night into the mornings, they accelerate their app development, finishing weeks earlier than projected.

When they present their product, Ei goes first, morose with a flat voice like she’s talking about the fascinating properties of paint.

Shenhe bangs the library table. “It’s been two weeks already! When are you going to get over her?” She points to her phone. “We have an app for that!”

Yun Jin holds out her hands in a placating way. “Let’s calm down. Ei’s entitled to as much time as she needs to grieve—“

Shenhe cuts in. “You already made a profile for her!”

Yun Jin protests, “I was practicing!”

Lumine pats Ei’s shoulder. “Ignore those two. You take care of yourself with whatever you need to recover.” She pauses. “Although it would be interesting to test the app with your info.”

“I don’t think that’s necessary.” Ei folds her fingers together. “I’ve been doing some thinking.”

“I’ve dabbled with love and relationships, and I think I’ve fulfilled my curiosity. I’m—“ Her shoulders sag briefly. “—I’ll just ride out the rest of my last year here and just focus on graduating. I am already getting married when I do. Any romantic relationship would serve no purpose other than a distraction. Emotions are meaningless when they end in such heartbreak.

“As such, I see no purpose in—ow!”

Lumine pulls her hand back from where she jabs Ei really hard in the forehead. “No self-pity disguised as not needing love!”

Shenhe jumps in, “Yeah, you gotta get back on the horse. You’ve been walking around like a dead woman!”

But Ei didn’t fall off any mount. “What does that have to do with—“

Lumine shakes her head. “You’re being an idiot. Yeah, break-ups suck, but you’re really going to go hide up in your lab for the rest of your life like a coward?”

Yes, that was the plan. “I don’t want to experience any of that anymore.” It felt like shambling around, a hole in her heart like someone she loved had died. “It feels empty.”

“Yes, that’s normally what it feels like when you break up with someone you actually liked.” Lumine’s expression softens. “C’mon, Ei. Let us help you find someone new so it’ll at least take your mind off of your ex. Even if it’s just for a while. Please.”

Ei opens her mouth to decline before she pauses to think about it. She shrugs. “I won’t promise anything on my end, but why not? What could it hurt now?”

Her first match is with Shenhe for some reason, and Ei quickly adjusts the algorithm afterwards. Lumine insists on them trying out a mock date anyway for the sake of collecting data, and the pair of them end up in a brawl after Shenhe suggests practice sparring with pole arms.

Shenhe nurses her coffee the day after, black eye contrasting with her white hair. “Nice hook,” she compliments Ei.

“Thanks. Yours isn’t bad either.” Ei places an ice pack to her side. “Defence has some holes though.”

Yun Jin clears her throat. “You two weren’t supposed to fight.” She makes a mark on a sheet used for collecting data. “That’s a failure. Why did you guys even start fist fighting?”

“Boxing,” Ei corrects. “We broke our pole arms but had such a good sparring session that we decided to keep going.”

Shenhe nods before turning and fist bumping Ei. “You needed something to help you get out of your head.”

Ei found Shenhe to be a good sparring buddy, but she couldn’t help herself wishing for someone else by her side. Oh, Yae would have thrown a horrible punch with terrible form, but, still, it would have been nice to have her there.

Lumine rubs the bridge of her nose. “Okay, let’s try matching Ei again with the improved AI.”

This time, Ei gets Yoimiya from the pyrotechnics department. “Pass.”

Yun Jin looks confused. “But you gave Shenhe a chance.”

“Shenhe never accidentally set my laboratory building on fire.” Ei checks who is next.

She meets up at the skate park the next day with a girl who constantly wears a mask and a cap. “Shinobu, is it?”

“Yeah.” Shinobu looks her up and down. “You got a board?” She holds out her own. “You can always try mine if you don’t.”

Ei wakes up on the grass ten minutes later after a bad wipeout.

Shinobu checks her vitals, moving her finger to check Ei’s eyesight. “Okay, it doesn’t seem like you have a concussion. That’s a relief.”

She sighs and flops down besides her. “I gotta admit that you falling off of your board kind of killed the mood.”

Ei figures as much. “Thanks for taking care of me while I was out.” She sits up, observing her date. “I don’t recognize you. How did you find the app?”

“My idiot best friend asked me to try it out. He got excited when he saw a picture of you as the icon and wanted to support you guys by getting me to join it.”

Ei thinks over what she said. “Is your friend—“

“Arataki Itto? Yeah. Complete moron.” Shinobu scoffs, “He’s only here on an athletic scholarship, y’know. Football.” She shrugs. “Has a ton of concussions.”

Ei isn’t surprised. “So, why are you two friends?”

Shinobu is silent for a while before she sits back up. “My family is pretty conservative, so when I came out, they didn’t take it so well.” She tugs her cap upwards, looking into the sky. “Itto took me in after my parents kicked me out, though his disaster place looks like a frat house. He…he’s always been encouraging of me in trying out new relationships, suggesting blind dates for me in one way or another. Most of them end up awkwardly, but I appreciate his heart.”

“Seems like a bother.” Ei blows a strand of her hair out of her face. “Doesn’t it annoy you?”

“Sometimes, but it comes with the territory.” Shinobu shrugs when Ei gives her a look. “Occasionally, our friends annoy us because they’re different people with different personalities than us. It’s all part of having relationships with people in that you learn how to accept them and their quirks.” She raises an eyebrow. “Isn’t that the same as when you were dating, Fox Whisperer?”

Ei groans, covering her face. “I’m not that anymore.”

“I thought as much if you’re using your own dating app. Still, I was making a point. You’re not going to make it far in any relationship when you can’t accept people for who they are—for the facts they can’t change about themselves. In Itto’s case, it’s occasionally being loud and stupid, but he makes up for it with a good heart.”

“I suppose…” Ei briefly wonders if Yae thought the same about her. “He’s not a bad person.”

“I agree. Anyway, Itto says you’ve been a big help with his book.” Shinobu nods. “A friend of his is a friend of mine.” She pauses. “If you don’t mind me being blunt, I don’t think you’re ready to date again.” She squints. “And as the former Fox Whisperer, you don’t seem to be particularly on top of your dating skills.”

Ouch, her rep.

Ei sighs and rolls over. “Is it that obvious?” She fiddles with a blade of grass nearby. “Seriously, please drop that name from your repertoire. I broke up with Yae Miko weeks ago.”

“How come? If you don’t mind me asking.”

“She hadn’t been responding to me for a while.”

“Ah, she ghosted you, huh? That’s terrible. I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Ghosted?”

“She—never mind. Anyway, that’s a bad way for things to end.”

“Yeah.” Ei exhales. “I just wished I knew why she did it.”

Shinobu makes a non-committal noise before exhaling. “Hey, so I don’t usually break confidentiality agreements with clients, but this seems like a special case.” She shifts. “Yae Miko has been paying me to do her assignments for her.”

Despite herself, Ei can’t help but ask, “How is she?”

Shinobu glances sidelong. “She looks very tired. Exhausted the last time I saw her. Whatever she has going on is draining her.”

Ei opens her mouth before closing it. She turns her head away. “Whatever she is doing, I no longer have to worry about it.”

Still…

“Could you keep an eye on her? Please?”

Shinobu raises a brow. She nods. “I was going to do that anyway.” She hums. “You look so

miserable by yourself. Your face only lights up when you talk about her. Was she worth being this upset over?”

Ei hesitates. “I thought she was.” She exhales. “She brightened up my life considerably. I cannot conceive of a universe without her.”

“Yes, you can.” Shinobu chews on a blade of grass. “It’s just noticeably less great and less hot.”

“But—“

Shinobu spits out the grass. “You’re being overdramatic, Raiden.”

“But my heart feels like it would never—“

“Overdramatic.” Shinobu stands and stretches. “We’re so amazingly resilient in the face of adversity. You’ll get over her in time. You’ll move on and survive. Maybe even love again soon.”

Ei considers the proposal and does not deem it particularly attractive. “Not for me.” She sighs. “I’m getting married after I graduate to a business partner of my parents. A marriage contract.”

“Dang.” She looks at Ei. “A dude?“

Ei nods. She shrugs. “He’s nice.”

Shinobu squats, thinking over the conversation. “Let me look over the contract. I did graduate with a law degree with a speciality in finding loopholes. Maybe I might even find something that’ll let me revise the contract for you.”

Ei stares before scrambling to sit up. “You’d do that?”

“Of course. Like I said, a friend of Itto’s is a friend of mine.”

Ei has never been so glad the idiot has forced his friendship onto her until now. “Thank you. I’m in your debt if you find something.”

“Yeah, sure. One thing though.” Shinobu looks away, a flush rising on her cheeks. “If…the app ever expands into Liyue, could you let me know? I met a girl while I was in school there and…”

Ei nods. She tries that fist-bumping thing Shenhe does, and Shinobu looks relieved. “I’ll let you know.”

“Cool.” Shinobu stands, brushing grass stalks off of her pants before turning to leave. She pauses, looking over her shoulder. “Oh, one more thing, Raiden. You’d be better off if you learn to make peace with things you can’t control than stress over what might have been.”

Shinobu heads off, leaving Ei to ponder over her last words.

Over the next few days, Ei comes to the conclusion that, try as she might, she can’t control other people, though sometimes she wishes she could so life would be easier for them and her. She can’t control the weather nor the past. She cannot control whether Yae responds to her…whether she loves her at all.

What she can take charge of is herself, and Ei spends the next while wondering about the value of that.

The people who seem to help the most are Sara and Kokomi. Sara because she keeps Ei on schedule like a drill sergeant—knocking on her door every morning at 7 am so she can drag Ei out on a run rather than letting her drown in her own self-pity. She regularly checks to make sure Ei has eaten enough and is properly hydrated for the day, and Ei is weirdly grateful that she cares that much to ensure her health is fine ‘cause sometimes she isn’t sure herself.

Kokomi takes Ei out on nature walks, mostly in silence which Ei appreciates, because it allows her to sort through her own thoughts and emotions at her own pace. Once in a while, Kokomi takes her to her meditation club where they sit and practice mindfulness to an audio of whale songs that even Ei finds a little strange.

Still, the time listening to her body allows the swirling mess of emotions in her body to settle—to shift and stretch from a white-hot ball of hurt in her chest to a painful emptiness in the hollow of her heart. Even when Yae is gone, she’s left a print of her own—a bite mark that Ei is not sure will ever heal.

When she tries to explain these confusing sensations to Kokomi after their sessions, Kokomi merely smiles and pats Ei’s hand. “Grief takes time to process. It’s the normal response to the loss of a great love.”

Ei shakes her head. “I don’t want it. I would rather it’d go away.”

Kokomi turns, looking at her seriously. “Ei, if you don’t recover from this, it’s because you didn’t allow yourself to heal. You’ll create a lot of problems for yourself because of unresolved grief, which alone will enable you to move on.

“Allow yourself to mourn. One day, you’ll see that the world goes on, and so will you.”

That is the firmest Kokomi has ever spoken to her, which isn’t very much since Kokomi is naturally so soft-spoken. It is enough to give Ei pause and reflect yet again, thinking over the last few months, the last few weeks.

The next day, Itto shows up at her dorm and promises to help her find a new chick after he heard about the date with Shinobu. Ei ends up shutting herself in as much as she can to avoid him, resulting in her finishing the app two weeks ahead of schedule.

Lumine reviews the completed project as she and Ei sit down at a food court table in the Student Union Building. “Everything looks great. The interface is easy to use, and the art style is pretty quirky. I think we should do a public test run to see how people respond. Yun Jin has already started showing the ad she shot with you guys.”

Yun Jin wanted Ei and Shenhe to make eyes at each other across a courtyard while looking pretty, which was the most amount of acting either of them was able to do. She claimed she’ll do the rest with some extensive editing.

Lumine looks over everything once more, nodding in satisfaction. “You should submit your project. I think you’ll do well. Let me know how it goes.”

Smiling, Ei thanks her, and Lumine leaves as Ei takes out her laptop to send the app over to her professor.

Once everything is done, she puts her laptop back into her bag, wishing she had someone she could share the good news with. There was Makoto, but she’d have to address the subject of Makoto’s choice in dates and she wasn’t ready for that yet.

And there was Mik—

No, there wasn’t. Not anymore.

Sighing, she gets up and starts to head out, passing by a square of vendors who occasionally come to sell their wares.

A short woman with a small monkey on her shoulder waves at her as Ei walks closeby. “Hello, dear. I’m Dori! You look stunning today,” she croons at Ei from her folding table. “Would you like to take a moment to stop and take a look? Might find something you enjoy.”

She picks up a hairy, round fruit and holds it out to Ei. “These are coconuts, fresh from Sumeru. They’re refreshing and delicious.”

A familiar male voice shouts out, “Don’t touch that!”

Ei turns, and there is Gorou running up to them. He points at the visiting vendor. “I’m part of The Animal Protection Club, and I have it on good authority that this woman has been using forced monkey labour to acquire her wares!”

“What slander! My monkeys are perfectly satisfied with their wages! Isn’t that right, Bobo?” Dori coos at the excited monkey on her shoulder as she hands him a piece of fruit. “See? He is a happy employee.”

Gorou narrows his eyes. “Regardless, I’m going to have you investigated.” He turns around to Ei, holding out a clipboard. “Please sign my petition so we can investigate her.”

Ei absentmindedly scribbles her name down, thinking that it is nice to see Gorou so passionate. “Hope this helps.”

He perks when he receives his clipboard back. “Thanks! I owe you one.”

Ei nods and heads off, mind already wandering even as Gorou shouts about the evils of monkey slavery behind her while Dori hollers above him about fresh, tasty coconuts.

Then, she runs into Lumine again, just outside the building. And Makoto and Saiguu.

Lumine glances between Ei glaring at Saiguu, Saiguu stroking Makoto’s arm, and Makoto looking distinctly uncomfortable. “Well, this is awkward. I just came back to grab a cinnamon bun from the cafe.”

Ei ignores her. “What are you two doing here?”

“Walking.” Saiguu gives her a look. “You know, someone who’s supposedly as smart as you would have figured it out.”

Makoto intervenes. “Are you ready to talk yet, Ei?”

“No.”

“Well then, I’ll see you when you are.” Makoto smiles as Saiguu begins leading her away, the latter practically smirking as she wraps an arm around Makoto’s waist.

Ei feels like vomiting. “Seriously, why are you dating her?”

Makoto shrugs. “Animal charisma.”

Saiguu laughs, “Maybe someone should have kept their eye better on their sister.” Her hand falls lower on Makoto’s hip, and Ei reacts.

“If you touch her in that way again,” she steps forward and grabs Saiguu’s collar, hauling the woman onto her tiptoes, “I will kill you.”

Saiguu looks solemn. “Then, I’ll die doing what I love…your sister!” She cackles at her own joke even as Ei wraps her hands around her neck.

Lumine yanks her back. “No! No strangulation!” She grabs the back of Ei’s jacket as she tries to follow them while Makoto hauls a still-laughing Saiguu away. “C’mon! What are you doing?

“I’m going to murder her with extreme prejudice.”

“…isn’t she your ex-girlfriend’s aunt?”

“All the more reason then.”

Lumine shakes her head. “C’mon. Let’s get a cinnamon bun to calm you down.”

A week after Lumine talks Ei out of strangling her sister’s new partner, she calls Ei to meet to discuss the impact that the release of their app has created.

Ei squints at the university newsletter between them on the table. “When did we publically release this?”

“At the same time as Yun Jin’s ad a couple of days ago.” Lumine scans the articles, noting all of the curious and positive headlines about their work. “Is your professor okay with this?”

Ei’s instructor loved their work and signed up right away, asking Ei for tips on how to match well with a hot date. “Yes, she thought it was good.”

“I’m glad to hear that. Wait, what’s this?” Lumine points to a gossip column where Ei’s picture is featured for some reason. “Apparently, the writer is casting credibility on your reputation as a dating guru. They interviewed a girl who complained that she followed your advice on getting a fiancée, and then her girlfriend broke up with her. Now, she’s asking for advice on what to do with a hot fiancee.” She frowns, scanning the rest of the article. “They finish with the reveal that you broke up with Yae Miko and are no longer The Fox Whisperer.”

Ei rubs her forehead. “Finally, they’ll stop calling me that—“

“You are now called the Woman Formerly Known as Whisperer.” Lumine peers closer. “And apparently, you’re hot and single and ready to Pringle.”

“You mean mingle?”

“Nope.” Lumine pulls the newsletter away when Ei tries to grab it. “Slang, I’m sure. Anyway, you should check your profile. You’re probably getting a lot of hits from this.”

Lumine is right. Ei gets so many messages that she stops counting after 50. She deletes them all. “I’m not interested in any of these people.”

“You didn’t even really look.” Lumine surveys Ei before smiling. “If you’re not ready to start dating again , that’s okay. Despite what Shenhe says, most of us are all right with you doing what you need to do to heal. Not everyone lives on Shenhe time.” She examines Ei’s face before her own expression softens. “Hey, if you need someone to talk to at any time, just call me. I’ll answer, I promise.”

She leaves shortly afterwards, having to go to her part-time job. Once Lumine is out of the vicinity, Ayaka shuffles forth from a nearby table, taking off her hat and glasses. “I’m glad she didn’t see me in disguise.”

Maybe Lumine just doesn’t care. “Did you come over to ask about her?”

“Actually, no.” Ayaka looks down. “I was actually worried about you.”

Ei raises an eyebrow, curious, as Ayaka pauses to choose her words. “I was thinking that if it is too much of a burden, you can stop assisting me in getting Lumine’s attention. I know you haven’t been the same since you broke up. It’s harder to see your smile nowadays. I don’t want to add any more to your plate if you already have a lot to handle.”

Ei thinks it over. She no longer needs to distract Ayato if she and Yae have broken up, but…

Ei reaches out, squeezing Ayaka’s hand. “I’ll still help you with Lumine. You’re a friend.” And someone should end up happy after all of this.

Ayaka blinks as if startled before a small smile catches on her face. “Okay. In that case, I would like to ask you for an odd favour.”

“Such as?”

“I need you to go on a practice date with Lumine so I can trail you two and take notes.”

“…that is certainly odd.”

“Please, Ei.” Ayaka’s voice is not quite begging. “She will do it if you offer her food.”

Ei considers the suggestion briefly before dismissing it. She continues chatting with Ayaka before continuing on with her classes. Throughout the rest of the day, her mind constantly finding itself leading back to the girl she had just—

Sara barks, yanking her to the side, “Ei, pay attention!”

Ei skids, narrowly missing the fourth tree she almost ran into during their evening jog in the woods nearby. “Sorry.”

Scrubbing her face, Sara sighs and gestures at a fallen log closeby. “Let’s take a break. Your head isn’t in this right now.”

She grabs Ei’s wrist, leading her to her seat while Ei’s brain observes that Sara’s touch is clinical and efficient while Yae’s tends to be warm and lingering. A wave of emotions rushes over her, and Ei finds herself missing Yae terribly, so much so that her legs collapse under her just as she reaches the log. “I’m a little tired, that’s all.”

Sara rubs the bridge of her nose, eyes shut in exasperation. “What’s bothering you more? The situation with Makoto or your ex?”

Ei flinches at the new term, still not used to it. “I can’t do anything about the latter.”

“Okay, so Makoto…” Sara glances sidelong. “Have you thought about her and the old woman she’s with?”

Ei exhales. “I’m happy for her in a way, but it still feels strange.”

“Because she’s dating or because of whom she’s dating?”

“Both. Well…” Ei hesitates. “I just…” She looks at her hands. “What should I do?”

Sara examines her for a long time. “Depends on what you want for your relationship with Makoto. Your sister has always been your biggest supporter when it came to Yae, even when I told you it was a bad idea.”

Ei stares at her feet. “Do you still think it was?”

“My opinion doesn’t matter when it was your relationship.” Sara shrugs. “You’re responsible for your choices in the end, and she’s responsible for hers.”

She pats Ei’s shoulder. “Accept it, and move on. You can’t keep looking back on your losses and wonder what if. You need to learn and get better from them if you want any hope of pressing forward.”

“And Makoto?” Ei whispers.

“Think about what your sister would need most of all at this time.”

Sara escorts Ei back to their dorm, and after showering, Ei wanders down to the beach that she and Yae never visited together because Yae refused to climb down stairs.

Once she makes it down to the gravel, she finds somewhere to rest, feeling the cold breeze off the water brush against her face. She takes out her phone, absentmindedly scrolling for a number she realizes belatedly isn’t there anymore. Seized by a tight grip in her chest, she hits the call button of another one instead.

Lumine answers after a couple of rings, yawning, “Ei? Something wrong?”

“No, just—“ Ei’s throat works. “—just needed to talk to someone.”

Lumine goes quiet for a moment, the sound of her shifting on the other side. “Sure, what about?”

Nothing in particular, Ei finds, as their conversation goes all over the place from Ei’s coursework to Lumine’s concerns on her future thesis. “…so many ideas to choose from, and I need to write about 100-300 pages on it.” She sighs, “I wish my brother was here so I could bounce ideas off of him.”

“You could always call him.” Ei pauses as she processes what was just said. “Wait, you have a brother?”

“Yeah, my twin. Did…I not tell you I have one? He’s running around Liyue right now on an internship for some big business mogul in construction.”

Something about that sounds familiar. “Don’t you miss him?”

“I never stopped, but I saw that he was growing so much on his own, really stepping into who he could be. Even though he’d always be my baby brother, I had to let him go and mature on his own.” Lumine muses, “I’m sure he feels the same way about me.”

“Do you think…” Ei swallows, “…Makoto misses me too?”

“Like nothing else. It’s so lonely and anxious when you don’t have your twin, but she knows you and her are growing into your own individuals. You need to figure out your footing for your path on your own, and so does she. If I were her though, I’d hope that you two can reconcile your differences together. Do you think you could?”

“I—I don’t know.”

“Do you want to?”

“Yes,” Ei replies immediately.

“Then, start there. You two will figure out the rest.”

Lumine hangs up afterwards, and Ei reflects on their conversation, on her separation from Makoto…on her relationship with Yae. Sitting by herself on a large rock and staring at the star-lit sky alone, Ei realizes that she doesn’t need any of the people close to her in her life. But she would like them there, because they add so much happiness.

And she can only hope that she adds that happiness back into their own.

The next day, Ei wakes up feeling different, solemn and quiet—hurting and sad but strangely serene as if she’s gone through a massive storm to make it to the other side.

After her classes, she messages Lumine to meet her at Shenhe’s cafe to discuss something when she spots Makoto passing by. She hurries after her, calling out to Makoto who glances over her shoulder before spinning around, a wary expression on her face. “At least when it’s just me, you can’t kill my date.”

Right. Ei almost did that. “I just need to say something to you.”

Makoto chews at her cheek before nodding. “Okay, but I’ve got to go somewhere for dinner in a bit.”

Ei smiles. “With Miss Saiguu?”

Makoto’s cheeks flush slightly. “Yes, at her place later.” She coughs, “What did you want to say?”

Gesturing for Makoto to sit down with her at a nearby concrete ledge, Ei takes a moment to craft her thoughts. Makoto tries to school her expression into looking more stoic, but Ei could see the nervousness in the line of her mouth, in the way her eyes flicker. The twins could read each other like a book, and despite whatever Makoto says, she cares a lot about what Ei thinks.

So, Ei better make her words count.

Ei holds Makoto’s hands. “I confess that I don’t understand what you see in her. We used to do everything together, and we didn’t need to say much to comprehend how each other was feeling. This is the first time that I don’t get your choices.”

Makoto sighs, “Ei—“

“Let me finish,” she interrupts gently but firmly. “I don’t understand your decisions at times, but I understand you. You are my sister, my best friend. You would always make the best choice in line with who you are. In line with what’s best for everyone. You have made so many sacrifices for me to accomplish my goals, and I didn’t realize how lonely you must have felt when I started dating. How you felt when it seemed like I was pulling away from us. Still, you supported me through all of that. And I didn’t do the same when I found out about your relationship.”

Ei takes a breath. “I’m sorry for my reaction at your dorm. I realize now that I won’t always agree with you, but that doesn’t mean I have to love you any less. I support you, Makoto, in whatever you do and whomever you choose to be with. I trust you. I know you will always think through the best option for everything.”

Makoto blinks, tearing up. She throws herself into her sister, hugging her. “I love you too!”

Ei smiles. Makoto always knows what she means to say. “So, how have things been with Miss Saiguu?”

“Oh my gods, I have so much to tell you and—“ Makoto pulls back, suddenly studying her sister. “—something is different about you. You’ve changed.”

“Not really, or at least not that I’m aware.” Ei’s gaze falls to the ground as she thinks over the last couple of weeks, the last few months since she’s met Yae. “I just want you to be happy with someone you care about, because life is too short, and love is too long. When things end, the feelings still haunt you, and if you love deeply as I know you’ll do, they’ll stay with you for a long time.”

She lifts her eyes. “I don’t want that for you, Makoto. Even if I don’t get a happy ending, I want one for you.”

Makoto sniffs. “But I’m getting married too.”

“That doesn’t seem to bother you two as much.” Ei shrugs. “Maybe it won’t be as much of an issue for you. You two seem like a good match.”

“We may seem like that, but there is so much to work out.”

Makoto spends the next while detailing all of her worries and concerns, the disagreements she’s had with Saiguu a number of times, her anxiety over what certain people might think. Ei listens on with growing amazement and sympathy. She always felt like Makoto was bulletproof.

“…I don’t know what Mom and Dad will think of me dating an older woman.”

Ei thinks for a moment. “Isn’t she also their employee?”

“…that makes things worse.” Makoto sighs, running her hand through her hair, looking fretful.

Ei nudges her sister with her shoulder. “Whatever happens, I have your back. You still have me.”

“I know that now. Thank you.” Makoto nudges back, resting her head against Ei’s shoulder. “And to think I was the more mature one. You’ve grown so much already.”

“…you’re only older by four minutes.”

“Details.” Makoto sits up, examining her. “But enough about me. How are things with Yae?”

Ah, right. Makoto doesn’t know.

“They’re fine. They’re—“ Ei chokes, the rush of emotion from the last few weeks of hurt and grief flooding her. “—great. I—“

Makoto touches her arm, scanning her face. “Things aren’t good, are they?” she says quietly.

Ei turns into her sister’s shoulder and closes her eyes, unable to stop the tears from coming as she shakes silently.

Makoto growls as she curls an arm protectively around her. “I will kill Yae.”

“No, don’t.” Ei sits up, wiping at her face. “I’ll handle this myself. It’s not as bad as it looks. Promise.”

Makoto bites her lip. “I have never seen you cry, and that includes the time you broke your toe kicking someone at a tournament.”

That one really did hurt. “I’m…” Ei is silent for a long moment before shaking her head. “I’m making peace with the situation, so please don’t trouble yourself.”

“Has she messaged you?” When Ei doesn’t answer, Makoto’s jaw tenses. “Yae hasn’t been speaking to you this whole time.”

“No.” Ei adds gently, “Whatever she was working on was probably more important than me. Perhaps, she’s already moved on.”

“You deserve an answer at least. You don’t deserve this.” Makoto narrows her eyes, mouth a tight line across her face. “If I see her, I’ll punch her for you.”

Ei laughs, “You’ll just break your thumbs. Don’t.” She squeezes her sister’s hands. “She’s not worth it.”

Makoto looks conflicted. Ei merely shakes her head and stands, helping her sister up. “You should go. You have a dinner to catch.”

Makoto bites her lip before she shakes her head. “I do have to leave, but I want to add one last thing.” She squeezes her sister’s hands. “One of my favourite novelists said something that I think might help you. They wrote ‘Not everything that is faced can be changed. But nothing can be changed until it is faced’.”

“…please don’t tell me that was Miss Saiguu. That sounds so unlike her.”

“…okay, I won’t. Wait, what do you mean it sounds unlike her?”

Ei excuses herself, gently pushing her sister on her way as she makes her way back to cafe where Lumine waits at an outside table.

Lumine smiles and stands. “Hey, I just got here. What did you want to talk about?”

Ei gazes at her feet for a long moment before she glances up. “I was just thinking that…it’s time to move on.” She holds out a hand. “Could you go on a practice date with me to get me started?”

Lumine eyes her hand before grabbing ahold of it. “Well, you did promise me a dinner anyway at the start of all of this. I’d be happy to help.”

Ei nods, noting how strange it is to be holding someone else’s hand other than…right, she’s moving on and assisting Ayaka.

She steps forward, leading Lumine onwards. “Great. I know a place you’d love.”
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    Ei tries to recall the lessons her father gave her about impressing a new business partner or launching a proposal. She can’t recall much other than her father would take people to a nice restaurant, and, somehow, he ended up with what he wanted so she figured she could at least try it out.

Lumine squints at the gold and black lettering of the restaurant’s name, shivering in the evening chill. “The Aranara, huh? Never tried food from Sumeru before.”

“I assure you that this will be a good experience.” Or at least that’s what the internet says. “Let’s go in and try it out.”

Ei gets a sense of foreboding the moment she walks in. Mostly because the waiter is Itto who bounces over the second he sees her.

“Oh, hey! Bestest Buddy! Totally stoked to see you here and—“ His eyes slide from Ei to Lumine. He gasps. “—you got a hot date!”

“Practice date,” Ei corrects him as he rapidly shakes a bemused Lumine’s hand. “She’s helping me get back into things.”

“Sure, sure.” He winks at her, ushering them to a secluded, candle-lit table in the corner while mentioning all of the couple’s specials for that evening.

Ei shoos him away after they order, the big lug humming and practically skipping down the floor with how happy he is for her. “…he might think this is a real date.”

“Seems like a nice guy. A little slow on the uptake though.”

“You can ignore him.”

“You didn’t when he was listing out the discounted dishes.” Lumine snorts. “Didn’t think you needed to be so thrifty.”

“Excessive spending is wasteful and necessary.” Ei frowns. “Or do you see that as a weakness?” Yae’s never commented on it.

“Nah, just not expected of you.” Lumine stretches. “So, how is this practice date going? Terrible?”

“No, of course not.” Ei shakes her head. “I just…need to get used to this again, I guess.” She inhales, tapping her fingers on the table. “Although if you could answer my question, that would be greatly appreciated: are you currently looking for a romance with a beautiful woman?”

Lumine pauses. “Are you offering? For real?”

“No, no! Not that you aren’t attractive, I just—“ Ei shakes her head. “No, I was just curious about you.”

“I’m open if it happens.” Lumine twirls her fork between her fingers. “I’m not looking for it specifically, but if it comes, it comes.” She pauses. “Ah, right. The app matched me up with Ayaka. Maybe I should get a coffee with her one of these days.”

For the first time in weeks, Ei smiles. She’s glad she was able to help someone else have a chance at least.

“Anyway, I should be taking notes.” Lumine takes out a clipboard with some notes already scribbled on the attached paper. “Looks: 10/10. Personality: ?”

“…are you…grading me?” Ei thinks over what her date said. “And I thought you liked my personality.”

“As a friend, yes. As a romantic possibility, I need to be a little stricter with my standards.” She writes something down. “Okay, let’s get started on some questions. Given the choice of anyone in the world, whom would you want as a dinner guest and why? What is your most treasured memory? What roles do love and affection play in your life?”

Ei sees little point in the goal of these questions, but she answers truthfully anyway, hoping that Ayaka is nearby and taking notes.

Lumine hums, sitting back in her chair after ten minutes and writing comments about Ei’s answers. When Ei asks what she noticed, Lumine merely smiles and says she’ll tell her after they eat.

“What do we do until then?”

“I think, to pass the time, we should practice small talk.”

“What about?”

“Whatever’s not too personal and pretty well known is a good place to start.” Lumine shrugs. “For example, have you heard of that famous Mondstadtan dancer, Eula? She started streaming recently and got really popular. Her channel is called Cryo Me a River…”

After watching a few clips on the channel, Ei has to admire the dancer’s footwork. “She’s very agile on her feet.”

“Thought you might like that.” Lumine looks satisfied and jots a note down on her clipboard. “It helps to build relationships when you show interest in what other people like or at least whatever they’re preoccupied with.”

Ei tilts her head. “And what things have you noticed are on my mind?”

“Based on the common theme in the majority of your answers, I’d say your ex-girlfriend. If I was on an actual date with you, I’d have left five minutes in with how often you mention her.” Lumine puts her clipboard down, lacing her fingers together. “Ei, are you okay?”

Itto interrupts them before she can respond, sliding platters of skewered meat on beds of spiced rice before them. “And here comes the star of the night. Looking pretty tasty if I say so myself. Oh, try the potatoes! They’re my favourite.”

Ei grits her teeth. “Thank you. Now, please go away.”

“Want some privacy? No problem.” Itto leans in to whisper in Ei’s ear, loud enough that he should not have bothered trying. “And hey, she’s pretty cute. Not as hot as Yae, but a lot more stable if you’re looking for something less crazy—“

Ei shoves him away. “THANK YOU. We’ll be fine now.”

Lumine looks amused as Itto walks off only to return with a single red rose in a slender glass vase. She smiles when he hands her the flower. “On behalf of my gymbro here who is just so shy. Oh wait, gotta take a selfie with you both cause you’re so cute.”

He runs off before Ei can throw him, giggling over his new photo, while Lumine chuckles to herself. “You have some well-meaning and interesting friends.”

Sighing, Ei rubs at her face. “I’d prefer it if he’d give us some space for tonight at least.”

To his credit, he does leave them alone enough for them to chat and finish off their entrees. He comes back, gushing over how his new friends seem to like the photo of them that he sent and recommending every single dessert on the menu.

Mustering up her dignity to seem like a half-decent practice date, Ei gets the house special: home-made rose gelato, topped with clouded cream and grounded pistachios.

Lumine eyes the dish. “You know, I think I might be starting to see your appeal that your ex did.”

Ei nods, trying hard not to stare miserably at the rose-flavoured gelato because the colour reminds her of Yae’s hair.

Once they polish off their desserts, Lumine sinks back into the chair with a sigh, patting her belly. “You do know how to treat a girl out.” She smiles before straightening up. “I appreciate the generosity. I figured I’d pay you back by sharing some observations I had of you. Particularly, when it comes to you and your relationship with Yae Miko.”

Ei perks and leans forward. Her phone buzzes with an unknown number, and she ignores it. Probably a spam call. “Go on.”

“Well, about 80% of your answers refer back to your ex-girlfriend whether you realized it or not, except for a few instances where you talked about footwork in fighting and battlebot combat strategy.”

Good footwork is important for proper positioning. “And?”

Lumine tilts her head. “I don’t think you’re all right with how everything ended.”

“I…I just don’t understand why she didn’t answer. Even something like, ‘I don’t love you anymore’ is preferable to silence.” Ei chews on her lip in thought before nearly jumping to her feet as a thought occurs. “What if she’s in the hospital and can’t answer?”

After thinking about it more, Ei relaxes. “No. I’m just jumping to the worst-case scenario. It’s highly unlikely that she’s been hospitalized, given how careful she usually is.”

“You’re still talking about her like she’s in your life.”

Ei rubs at her face. “I’m trying to let go.”

“Have you even processed how you felt when it was happening? The effects of intense emotional experiences don’t go away just because you say so or you try to hide them. Sometimes, they stay with us in our bodies until the time you decide to face them.”

EI’s phone pings with a text signal. She turns it off, annoyed. “Sorry. What were you saying?”

“Your last relationship was also your first. It was a huge deal.” Lumine gently gathers her hands. “Ei, have you ever considered that to add a big thing in your life, you have to subtract something else? For you, it might mean changing some of your routines so your future relationships can find space to grow. The rigidity with which you hold tight to the things you’ve always known may contribute to failing to become the person you need to be to get the significant things you want.”

Ei cringes. Her routines provide her with a sense of security and stability in a world so chaotic and unpredictable. “I’m fine the way I am.”

“You’re miserable and single the way you are.” Lumine shrugs. “And if you never want to find and keep a love like the one you had, you can stay the same.”

“I don’t want—“ Ei pauses, realizing that what she is about to say isn’t technically true. “—I’m not ready to consider that.”

“That?”

Ei’s throat works. “Moving on.” She trails her spoon through the leftover sauce on her plate. “I never expected to be with Yae, and now that I’m not, I feel different than what I used to feel.”

“Maybe that’s a good thing.” Lumine muses. “It’s not much of a relationship if you’re unchanged or better off without it.”

“I know I can’t control her responses, only my own. And I know there is stuff I need to work on. I…relied too much on her for social competence. I was often insensitive to her emotional cues, though often not through my own fault. That doesn’t excuse the results though. I do wish…that I could have done things differently if given the chance.” Ei stares at her hands before looking up. “What do you mean about becoming the person I need to be? To…successfully sustain a relationship with someone like Miko?”

Lumine smiles. She pulls out the university newsletter from her bag and rolls it up for some reason. “Well, what kind of partner do you think Yae needs? Not what she wants, because sometimes what we want isn’t always the best for us.”

Ei’s throat works. “Someone who is perfect—“

“No.” Lumine smacks the top of her head with a rolled-up newsletter. “Try again. What is a realistically good partner for someone who is always on the go? With the background she comes from?”

“Uh…” Ei’s brows furrow together. “Someone who is also on the go? Good with social graces as well?” When Lumine raises her impromptu training tool, Ei preemptively blocks. “Really, I don’t know.”

“Think. Use that nerdy big brain of yours. What has she talked about in the past?”

Ei is not a nerd! Still… “Someone who is there for her.”

“Right.” Lumine nods like a teacher watching a student learn. “What else?”

She thinks back to Yae sharing her family dynamics at Saiguu’s house, how she almost seems to flatten under Zhongli’s assessing gaze. “Someone who is reliable, who accepts her for her.”

“Yes. Someone who is consistent, who can be depended upon.” Lumine searches Ei’s face. “More than that, a person like Yae needs to know that there is someone she can come back to, no matter how far she ventures. A person she doesn’t have to fret about all the time.”

“You mean someone independent?”

Lumine shakes her head. “Someone she can count on to take the lead at times when she falters and gets tired. And Yae seems like the type to burn herself out at times.”

Ah. “You mean a woman who can take care of Yae when she needs a rest, who can continue the momentum of her goals and step up when needed. A—“ Ei has an epiphany. “—a true partner. An equal in ambition.”

“A leader. Someone with the determination to carry their vision of the future forward.” Lumine watches Ei’s expression. “She needs someone to take charge and shoulder some of her burdens. Yae, for all of her dalliances and cleverness, does not want to take the lead. She wants someone else to step up and be responsible for always doing the right thing so she can relax and be herself. I bet she knows herself well enough to know that she doesn’t quite have the right background to make the decisions to help everyone prosper.

“She needs a partner who will do whatever it takes to make things right, because she probably didn’t have any of that growing up.” Lunine exhales at the end of her speech. “Phew, I’m glad I got that out. Truthfully, I’ve never met Yae in-person, but based on everything you said about her, those would be my gut assumptions.”

“I don’t think you’re wrong.” Just eerily astute. “Thank you. You gave me a lot to think about.”

“You’re welcome.” Lumine returns to her clipboard and scribbles down some notes. “Good, good. You’re a fast learner. +2 for personality. It raises your profile score to 95% in terms of desirability, which is good to know for future marketing purposes.”

Really, Ei should put an end to this. “I don’t think—“

The front doors of the restaurant fly open with a bang as a familiar-looking girl with hair the colour of sakura petals stalks in, glaring around.

When she spots the pair by the windows, Yae storms over with her hair partially buzzed and healing green-yellow bruises on her cheek. Ei stares, heartbeat flipping over itself despite the distance between them. “Did you lose a boxing match or something?”

Yae touches the shaved side of her head. “Not important,” she says dismissively before rounding on Lumine who holds her clipboard before her like a shield. A figure in a top hat and trench coat far behind Lumine struggles to get up, tripping over their umbrella and looking remarkably like a poorly disguised Ayaka.

Yae bares her teeth, looking feral. “Making it a habit to date and get engaged to people behind my back, are you?”

Ei replies, “No, but why are you here?”

Yae waves off the question. “A little birdie told me—“

Itto barges in. “Heyo, I got your bill and—oh, Yae! So, your aunt did tell you about Ei. She said she was going to message you after I told her that Ei was at my workplace.”

“Yes.” Yae turns away, displeased. “She told me.”

“Ha, I—“ Itto looks around, noticing the atmosphere with Yae digging her nails into her crossed arms and Lumine trying to sidle away from the table. “—uh…I’ll just leave this here. Don’t mind me.”

He gingerly places the bill on the table before fleeing into the kitchen.

Yae scoffs before turning back to Ei. “I should have known that the moment I took my eyes off of you, someone else would swoop in.”

Ei should bite her tongue. Instead, she says, “How could you have? It wasn’t like you were answering your phone.”

Yae winces. “Yes, I’m—“ She clears her throat. “I’m sorry.”

Ei stares. Is that it? “Okay.”

“No, I have more to say to you.”

Standing, Ei shrugs on her coat, emotions running wild underneath her calm exterior. She puts her credit card on top of the bill before lifting her gaze to meet Yae’s. “You had your chance before we broke up.”

She spins around and quickly walks out of the restaurant, not caring about people staring as she exits or Yae’s and Lumine’s calls behind her. Her temples pound, her mouth is drying up, and she blinks away tears gathering at the corners of her eyes.

What is going on? Why is Ei doing this? She yearned to speak with Yae for ages, and now that she’s appeared in front of her, Ei suddenly feels pressure building inside, pushing up against her lungs, and choking back her words.

“—Ei, stop!” A hand grabs her wrist, and Ei doesn’t have to look to know that it’s Yae’s. “Can you look at me for just a moment?”

Ei shudders before straightening up, heart pounding in her throat, her ears. “I’m sorry. I’m not usually so dramatic.”

“…that’s debatable.” Yae sighs, “Could you face me? Please?”

Ei turns, examining the tiredness in Yae’s face, the drooping of her shoulders. The girl looks like she hasn’t had rest in weeks. “You should—“

“Who was she?” Yae asks quietly. “The girl you were with?”

What? Oh, right, Lumine. Ei left her behind. “I should go back—“ She tries to push past, only to be stopped by Yae’s arm. “Miko,” she says gently, “you should let me go.”

“I just wanted to know if there’s still something there. If all of the bridges have already been burned, and there’s nothing left to salvage.”

Ei is confused about why they are talking about setting fire to structures. “Miko—“

“Do you love her? That girl you were with?” There’s a hint of desperation in her voice. “Is she better than me on a date? As a lover?”

“Is this really what you followed me out here to ask?” Ei lowers Yae’s arms and steps past her. “That is just my friend, Lumine, and she was helping me with practicing dating again.”

Irritation rises up, and Ei can’t help but think about how hypocritical it is of Yae to be so territorial about a potentially new partner of Ei—even if it isn’t real—when Yae has a trail of women behind her. “Look, we don’t owe each other anything anymore. I’m going back to Lumine, and you can go back to all of the girls you were—“

“Even when I was with them physically, I felt lonely sometimes,” Yae confesses quickly. “I’ve never felt that with you. I felt like you always saw me for who I was.”

Ei’s throat seizes. She sighs and turns away. “What are you trying to do, Miko? Where I stand for you is already clear. Just go back to the way you were. Maybe you’ll be happier that way, and I’ll go on to marry Zhongli to fulfill our marriage contract. With the way you were treating me, I figured this was what you wanted.”

Yae fervently shakes her head. “This was the opposite of what I meant to happen.”

Ei clenches her jaw. “Shame how that worked out, huh?”

Yae steps in, eyes darting rapidly over Ei’s face like she might never see her again. “I love you. I think I loved you from the moment I saw you. I love your stupid obsession with battle bots, and I love how hard you tried to understand me, even though it’s the hardest thing in the world for you.”

Ei swallows painfully. “Yes, but—“

“I loved the way you made the effort to keep eye contact with me in the act of it. I know you’ve said sustaining eye contact was painful for you at times, but you did that for me. And the way you often waited for me to wake up too so we could start the day together. And how you always check to see if I was warm enough when we were outside and how you were so damn gallant enough to offer me your coat when you weren’t. And…”

At this point, Yae is speaking so fast, Ei could hardly understand what she’s saying. Ei stares for a moment, realizing that Yae’s eyes are glassy because she’s about to cry, and Ei’s eyebrows rise in awe. When the tears start rolling down Yae’s face, she watches, stunned. She’s never seen Yae make such a vulnerable expression before.

A few moments later, Ei stiffens in a panic as Yae shifts from crying to full-out bawling, sobbing so hard that she’s incomprehensible despite still trying to describe what she loves about Ei.

Ei hugs her instinctively before she realizes she doesn’t know what to do. She ends up awkwardly rubbing Yae’s back while Yae buries her face into Ei’s shoulder, mumbling something like, “Then, I got a concussion,” which Ei has lots of questions about if she heard correctly.

“Okay, we should—“ Ei looks around the street corner they’re standing out where a few people have stopped to stare at them, and one of them is currently on the phone to call for emergency services. “—go somewhere with more privacy.”

She manages to haul Yae to a nearby park that’s fairly secluded, sitting the latter down on a bench to continue crying her eyes out while speaking incoherently. “—andIreallywishedyouweretheretotelloffoneinvestorwhokepttryingtogetmetogoonadatewithhimohyouwouldhavekilledhimbutatleastIwouldhavebeentheretowatch—“

At times, Yae would not even say anything, just scream into Ei’s shoulder while the latter rocks her back and forth. Sometimes, it sounds more like sobbing than actual sentences, and Yae would look at Ei, gaze incredibly vulnerable until Ei would squeeze her hand and Yae would continue on. She had gone through a lot, that much Ei could tell.

Ei listens quietly as Yae briefly explains what has happened to her over the last few weeks, growing more understandable as she begins to calm. Ei has a lot of questions and a long conversation that she needs to have with her father if she understood that part right.

When Yae finishes, she rubs at one eye, hiccuping softly while Ei feels something crack in her heart at the sad expression on Yae’s face.

“You’ve been through so much. I’m sorry I wasn’t there to support you,” Ei says to which Yae looks up, blinking. “I should have seen the signs.”

Yae shakes her head. “You can’t communicate with a brick wall. I’m sorry that I wasn’t more forthright about what I was doing.”

Ei searches Yae’s face, the misery caught in her features, the slight trembling she has when she glances at Ei as if waiting for a blow. She softens, thinking carefully over her words. “I forgive you, Miko. For everything. I don’t hold anything against you, and I never did. But—“ she continues when Yae leans forward to speak, “—that does not mean I can trust you as I did before. Not with how you suddenly disappeared without a word.”

Yae looks like the breath got knocked out of her, like her lungs collapsed. The realization on her face and the sharp spasm of pain is replaced by a slow dimming in her eyes, as if Ei is watching all the joy and hope drain out of her gaze, like Yae is dying right before her. “You don’t want to come back to me.”

“I think…we both need some work on ourselves first.” Glancing at her hands, Ei exhales. “I missed you. Life without you seems duller, less fun. You have added immeasurably to my life, and the loss of you has caused immeasurable grief as well.” Darn, Ei really shouldn’t have binged on all that sad poetry. “What I mean to say is that having you in my life changed it permanently, and without you, everything feels less bright and warm.”

Yae’s voice is small. “Do you still miss me?”

“Yes, but I don’t think that I can accept you…ghosting me like this in the future. I want to know what’s going with you, Miko. I don’t like being uninformed, even if you intended well.”

“So, what does that mean?”

Ei looks over. “If you could learn to communicate better about what you are feeling, then it may make any future relationship we have a lot smoother.”

Yae stares before perking. “So, there’s a chance for us to…?”

Ei rubs her nape and looks away.

“What?” Yae shoots back, stiffening, voice cracking. “Are you going to tell me that you don’t love me like you did yesterday? That you hate me? That you wish I did things differently?”

“Not at all.” Ei lifts her eyes. “I just never thought I’d see you again. I just thought you’d scratched my name off whatever list you had and—”

“I’m dropping out of school,” Yae blurts.

Ei’s brain takes a moment to process what was said. “What? Why? You’re nearly done.”

Yae inhales, glancing down and going quiet for a long time. “I’m building my publishing house now, and it requires too much time to juggle it with classes.” She peers upwards through her long lashes. “I thought…that if I could at least do something to make Zhongli take me seriously, I could—“

She glances to the side before a bittersweet smile comes onto her face. “I could at least show the people around you that I was worth something.”

What? “I already thought you were worth everything, but you didn’t say a thing about your plans. You didn’t even tell me you changed your haircut.” Ei can’t keep the hurt out of her voice. “Why?”

Yae rubs her face, looking tired. “Sorry, I hit my head after collapsing of exhaustion and—“she turns to the side, showing the shaved portion of her hair, “—that’s where I got these stitches—“

“What.”

“—and was in the hospital with no electronics for a while. Then, I had the most important business meeting ever, and—“ Yae sighs. “—it’s been a rough couple of weeks.” She glances up. “I thought my aunt would have at least told you.”

“She didn’t tell me anything.”

“…fucking Saiguu.”

Ei grabs Yae’s hands, examining her eyes, the black stitches on the side of her head. “Are you okay? Is this going to be chronic? Was there any damage? How long until you get them out?” Is she going to keep this awkward haircut forever? “This is kind of important to know.”

“I’m fine, really.”

“Okay, good.” Ei checks her over, just in case. “But I think we need some help with learning how to be honest with one another.”

Yae goes quiet before nodding. “I agree.”

Relieved that they’re at least on the same page, Ei does the fist-bump thing that Shenhe taught her to do in moments of connection.

Yae stares. “Why?”

…did Ei do it wrong? She’ll have to do more research on the fist-bump. “Never mind.”

Someone clears their throat, and both girls turn to see Lumine awkwardly standing there with Ei’s credit card in her hand. “I just came to find you to return this. I also ran into a weirdly-dressed Ayaka, but that’s a different story.”

She hesitates. “I couldn’t help hearing the last bit of your conversation, and if you want, I could be a mediator on the condition that I could use your situation as part of my thesis. With the names changed, of course.”

Yae hisses, grabbing Ei. “Back off, blondie. You’re on my shit list with Kokomi.”

Lumine holds up her hands. “Hey, not trying to make a move on anyone. Just wanting to help you.”

Ei shrugs herself out of Yae’s hold. “I think it’s worth a try. Thank you, my platonic friend Lumine.”

Platonic Friend Lumine shivers in the chill. “Okay, to start: do you have a place you want to do this in?”

Ei leads them all back to her dorm. Yae’s side is still clean and neat, having looked empty with the stuffed fox toy gone. Yae’s shoulders sag. “You got rid of it.”

“No, I just put it in the closet.” Ei couldn’t bear to throw it away nor look at it. She barely managed to stuff it in as it is. “I thought in case you ever wanted it back…”

Yae halts for a moment before the lightest smile graces her face. “I would. I really would. I—“ She looks away. “—thought you would miss me while I did my thing, so I left it behind.”

Ah, another case of miscommunication. They’re getting to be experts at this rate. “So, how should we…?”

Lumine grabs seats for the pair of them while sitting on Ei’s desk herself. She instructs them on how to speak to each other gently about what they’ve been experiencing, starting with Ei.

“I…I’m sorry that I’m not perfect. You deserve someone who is more socially adept—ow!” Ei jerks her head back from where Lumine smacks it with the rolled-up newsletter that she fished from her pocket. “What are you doing?”

“Classical conditioning. We’ve already been over this.” She turns to Yae. “You look like you have something to say.”

“You don’t have to be anyone else but yourself.” Yae shakes her head. “I’m not looking for a god or somebody with superhuman gifts. I’m just looking for someone that I can miss when we’re apart.” She reaches out to hold Ei’s hand. “Whether I realized it or not, I was looking for someone just like you.”

Ei’s throat works as a blossom of warmth builds in her chest. “Same here. I don’t need you to prove yourself. I already think you’re enough.”

She glances down, hearing Yae release a breath like she’s been holding it in for ages. “I thought maybe you got bored of me or something.” She hesitates. “It’s just that…you haven’t asked for sex in weeks. I was really worried.”

“I was stressed,” Yae replies, a bit snappily. “Might be because my girlfriend is going to get married to someone else if I don’t start making a name for myself in the business, and I’m going up against the richest young man in Liyue.”

“I didn’t realize that you could feel stress.” Ei rubs her head. “You always seem to have it together.”

“Not always. Sometimes, I’m just desperately playing it by ear. I just look like I’m okay.”

Huh, good to remember for the future.

Lumine takes notes. “Issues with physical intimacy don’t play a part in this, do they?”

Yae waves it off. “No, no. I’m perfectly normal, and Ei’s responses have been fine.” She pauses. “More than fine, actually. In fact, she can be quite vocal—“

Ei interjects, covering Yae’s mouth with one hand. “Moving on…” She looks at Yae. “So, you’re not mad at me anymore about the marriage thing?”

“Oh, I wouldn’t say that.” Yae peers at her. “I’m happy that I successfully snagged the top internship position from Ayato, but YOU’RE STILL

GETTING MARRIED AT THE END OF THE WINTER SEMESTER.”

Okay, still mad.

Ei leans back, rubbing her nape. “I don’t think we’ve fixed everything, but I think I’m starting to understand your feelings and why you react as you do. Will you forgive me? About the situation?”

Yae goes silent for a while. She starts hiccuping, which puzzles Ei until she spots Yae rubbing at her eyes and realizes she’s crying again. “Yes, Ei. Can you forgive me? I wasn’t exactly mature about locking you out. This contract isn’t your fault. I shouldn’t have taken my frustration out on you. I just wished there was something I could do to make you mine.”

Ei’s heart breaks over how dejected Yae looks. How broken and exhausted. And then it hits her that it’s because Yae has been trying to take on everything herself. She needs someone to stand beside her, to lift the bulk of her burden so Yae can at least breathe.

Ei’s voice grows firm, commanding. “I promise you, Yae Miko, that I will do everything in my power to dissolve this marriage contract, so help me gods.”

Yae looks up, eyes strangely vulnerable. “Do you promise?”

“With everything I have, yes.”

Yae folds into her, hugging her so tightly that Ei feels her ribs protest. “I believe you,” she whispers.

Lumine finishes her notes and hops up, looking pleased. “That’s my cue to exit. Hope that helped, and thanks for the material. If you two still need to talk it out with someone there, you have my number.”

She lets herself out as Yae pulls Ei to bed. She tries to also physically reconcile as well, but Ei reminds her that she has a concussion and that whatever she is planning will not help with recovery. Twice.

Instead, Yae runs her fingers all along Ei’s face and through her hair, eyes looking all over like she’s trying to memorize what she looked like. They talk into the late hours about all the things that have happened since they’ve been apart, sharing the stories and the thoughts that would make each other laugh, the emotions they wanted each other to hear. Ei has never felt so happy being with just one person before.

They wake in the morning with Yae curled up in Ei’s arms like she has always belonged there. When Ei shifts, Yae moves with her, opening her eyes and pausing, like she is checking to make sure Ei is really here.

The adoration on Yae’s face reminds Ei of the expression Yae had the morning after Ei freaked out at that party in Liyue. She doesn’t understand how Yae could still like her so much everything that has happened, but somehow she does. The emotion in Yae’s eyes when she woke up and saw her is evidence enough of how she feels.

Or maybe Yae has always looked at Ei that way, and it’s only recently that the latter has noticed. Or maybe it’s because Ei took on the challenge of figuring out a way around the marriage contract so that Yae can finally relax.

Oh gods. Ei has to figure out a solution to the marriage contract.

A couple of hours later, having extricated herself from Yae’s demands of make-up cuddles, Ei finds herself walking to Lumine’s dorm, panicking over text about what she is going to do. She bumps into Saiguu along the way, who looks at her. “So, is murder on the agenda today?”

Maybe. “What do you want?”

Saiguu perks. “Your sis—“

“Besides her. I’m happy for you two, by the way.” She clears her throat. “I’m on the way to meet a friend right now. Could you keep whatever you need to say quick?”

Saiguu leans back on one foot, examining her. “Huh, you grew up a bit. Good for you, kid. Anyway…” She rubs her nape. “Your sister gave me a long lecture about remembering to fulfill my promises and not get distracted so here I am, following up on that.” She coughs. “You’re friends with that Lumine girl, right?”

Ei eyes her. “Yes, I’m headed to her place right now.”

“Good, I’m coming with.”

Saiguu says she’ll explain everything once they’re all together. Lumine opens her dorm door with a raised brow. “I wasn’t expecting another guest.”

Saiguu clears her throat. “Your hot mom is dating Istaroth, the director, correct?”

“Yeah, thanks for bringing that up.”

“And my sources tell me that Istaroth is related to Venti, the Mondstadtan heir,” Saiguu continues on as if she hasn’t heard her, “Would you happen to have any contact with him?”

“Cousin Venti?” Lumine blinks. “Oh, you want to meet him? He sends me a video of himself every two days. I could tell you where he’s at.”

If Ei was told earlier that term that the boba tea girl had a good enough relationship with the heir to the Mondstadt tourism industry to casually introduce them, she would have said that the chances were statistically improbable. But, apparently, what does she know about stats?

Lumine brings out an autographed poster of what looks like a gorgeous girl in green. “He’s working at an exclusive club downtown as his alter ego: Wendy.”

Ei squints. “How do I get in to meet him?”

“Well…it’s invite only. You either have to know someone to get in or be competing in one of the weekly drag races.”

Ei exhales. “But where am I going to find a guy pretty enough to be entered?”

She thinks real hard.

  
Author’s Note:Thanks for reading!






14. Chapter 14

Summary for the Chapter:
Ei and Yae finally get to Venti and discuss the future of the marriage contract with him.


Notes for the Chapter:Hey all, thank you for your patience and for joining on this rollercoaster ride. I’ve had some delays including some hospital times and discovering the side effects of my new ADHD medication, so life has been interesting. That being said, this is the last chapter to the arc, so I hope you enjoy it.

Much thanks to Halifax for her feedback, support, and encouragement through everything. Such a rock.





The first time Ei shows up at Gorou’s dorm, asking him to help her with a drag race, he says no and shuts the door in her face.

The second time she shows up, she brings Kokomi who politely but firmly forces her way in, and all but brings him whimpering to agreement.

Gorou shrinks into a corner as Ei’s “assistants” pile in. “But why, Kokomi?”

“Well, this does seem like a ridiculous, over-the-top, and highly illogical plan they have to talk to this Venti person, but I wanna see how it ends.” Kokomi taps her palm with the bottom of her fist as she gets an idea. “Oh, you can use my pearl necklace. You’ll look so good with it!”

He furiously shakes his head. “I’m not—“

Ei speaks slowly, recalling something he said to her the last time they spoke. “I signed your petition a while ago, and as I recall, you said you owe me a favour.” She straightens up, channeling Yae as best as she can. “And are you not a man of your word, Gorou?”

That shuts up further complaints, though Ei feels slightly guilty for using the “I owe you one” card on him. He whimpers as Yun Jin starts doing his makeup while Ayaka takes his measurements. “There won’t be pictures, right?”

Yae’s voice floats in from the doorway. “I wouldn’t say that.” She rests in the doorframe, the corners of her lips curling up. “I didn’t think you had such a…pretty figure.”

“You!” Gorou hops forward. “You started all of this!”

Yun Jin reprimands him, “Stay still, or I’ll mess up your eye shadow.” She peers closer. “Looks like we might have to pluck your eyebrows.”

Ei sighs, rubbing her temples while Gorou screams. “Okay, Miko, give him your dress.”

Yae huffs as she hands over a blue and gold outfit. “He can keep it.” She slides in close to Ei, slipping her hand into hers. “Everything okay?”

Ei nods, opening her phone to type up a message to the club email Lumine gave her. “I’m hoping we can enter Gorou into the competition and come in as his crew.”

Yae peers at her. “And if it doesn’t work?”

“We’ll go with plan B.” Ei doesn’t have a plan B. “Anyway, Saiguu said she would swing by soon after her lecture. In the meanwhile, I’ll introduce you to everyone.”

Yun Jin politely waves, eyes on her respective task. Ayaka lifts her head from her sewing, staring in awe at the sight. “So, this is the fabled fox of the Whisperer.”

Yae turns and raises an eyebrow at Ei who shakes her head. “Ayaka is…special.”

Saiguu bursts through the door shortly afterwards. “Hey, kids! I brought donuts and coffee!” She pauses, whispering to Yae, “That’s what is cool nowadays, right?”

Yun Jin politely turns her down. “Thank you, auntie, but I’m on a strict diet.” She opens up a suitcase, revealing a pile of wigs. “Now, which one to pick…”

Ayaka takes several donuts to cram down since she missed some meals while following Lumine. Gorou is stress eating while Yun Jin finishes her contouring on his face. Kokomi is taking notes while daintily nibbling on a honey cruller. Yae ignores her aunt. Ei eats the rest.

Once they finish the final touches on Gorou with Ayaka rapidly hemming Yae’s dress using some amazing needlework, they slap a wig on him and take a photo to send to the club.

A few minutes later, they get a reply as well as an invite to the event later that night along with the address.

Ei lets out a sigh of relief. “Okay, we take a break and then meet back here at 6 pm to go.”

Yun Jin nearly closes her make-up kit. “I’ve got rehearsal later so I can’t go, but I can still help with the prep work.”

Ayaka shakes her head. “I would like to go too, but my brother and I have a family dinner to catch.”

Saiguu wraps an arm around Ei’s and Yae’s necks, “Well, you can count us in to help. We’ll give this Venti kid a real shake-down.” She nods enthusiastically. “And if he doesn’t come willingly, we shank him in the kidneys.”

Ei asks, “Can we go with an option that doesn’t involve murder?”

Saiguu lets go and gives her a look of disgust. “What is the world coming to? No murders,” she mutters under her breath.

Gorou shakes off the wig, tearing off his black gloves. “Don’t I get a say in this? There’s no way I would—“

Kokomi cheerfully interrupts, “It’s okay. You don’t have to go. Maybe I’ll enter myself and—“

“No!” Gorou holds out a hand. “I’ll go! Don’t do it to yourself!”

Kokomi pouts. “Why not? I think it would be interesting to try to write about the experience…”

Saiguu slings an arm around her shoulders as everyone but Gorou files out of the room. “So, you wanna be a writer, eh? Let me give you some tips. Sex sells, and…”

Yae closes the door behind them, quietly asking, “Ei, do you think this will really work?”

Ei pauses, ignoring Saiguu’s background exclamations of “More sex! You need more sex in your book! History needs sex!” further down the hall. “It has to. We will make it work.”

Yae nods, glancing at Ei’s hand before offering her own. She smiles gently as Ei takes it. “I don’t know what to expect, but if you’re taking charge, I know you’ll follow through.”

No pressure.

Ei clears her throat. “You know, we still have a lot to catch up on. I became a dating specialist while you were gone.”

“You? Why?” Yae shakes her head. “You’re terrible at giving romantic advice.”

Ei deflates. “I thought you would at least cushion the blow.”

They connect as quickly as they can before running off to do their respective tasks for the day. By dinner, Ei returns to Gorou’s dorm to find him fully dressed and made-up…with Shenhe and Itto standing behind him for some reason.

Itto slaps Ei’s back, nearly sending her flying forward. “Hey, best buddy! I came by to check on Gorou, and he said he’s going to a party thing tonight so I invited myself. Not sure why he’s going as a chick, but I gotta say he looks good!” He pauses. “Too good. It makes me feel all warm and fuzzy and confused…”

Ei ignores him and turns to Shenhe who shrugs. “Yun Jin told me to help out.”

Ei nods, not bothering to argue because Shenhe does what Shenhe wants. “Okay, we just gotta wait for Yae and Saiguu, and we’ll be off.”

She had invited Lumine who had replied that if what they’re planning is legal, she would be happy to help. So, Lumine wasn’t coming either.

Her phone buzzes, and Ei gets the message that Yae and Saiguu are waiting in a car downstairs so they hustle “Miss Hina” down and into the vehicle.

Saiguu complains as she loads them all in, “I had to rent a minivan to get you guys to fit.”

“Maybe you’re just old?” Shenhe suggests, climbing in before Saiguu attempts to throw her out of the front seat. “Fine, I’ll sit in the back.”

They squish into the car with Yae giving Itto her shotgun seat after she sees that Kokomi would have to sit on Ei’s lap for everyone to fit. Ei tries to calm down Yae who visibly claims Ei’s lap for herself while glaring at Kokomi. Luckily, Kokomi couldn’t see her expression since Gorou is sitting between them with a bag over his head. Of his own volition.

As they drive towards downtown Inazuma, Ei makes sure to drill the plan so thoroughly into everyone’s heads that they could outshine parrots.

Saiguu protests, “Hey, this was my plan! Kinda.”

“And I made some much-needed additions,” Ei counters. She doesn’t point out that “Kidnap Venti” followed by “Profit???” isn’t much of a plan.

Saiguu glares at Ei, and in an act of desperate diversion, Kokomi asks, “Where’s Makoto?”

Ei and Saiguu glance at each other. They both reply, “She doesn’t need to know.”

Ei goes back to making sure everyone knows the plan and the contingency plans and the backup contingency plans.

By the time they roll up to the club, everyone is so fed up that Yae had stopped Shenhe from reaching over and strangling Ei at least twice.

Saiguu guffaws as she parks. “I like Whitie’s gumption. Anyway, I wanna make sure this all goes smoothly.” She turns around. “Shenhe, there’s a burlap sack in the trunk. I want you to take it with you.”

Ei’s not even going to ask. Shenhe merely nods as she gets out of the car, dig around in the trunk, and neatly folds said sack into a hand-sized square that she tucks into her jacket pocket.

The club itself is elegantly put together—a red carpet rolled out the front while several bouncers work to check IDs from a growing line. Ei walks up to one, showing her email confirmation of Gorou’s entrance into the race, and he lets the group in, tapping his earpiece to speak to someone, “Wendy, this is Dvalin. We have a contestant coming in for tonight.”

He waits for several seconds before nodding and stepping aside. “You can head right up to the side of the stage, and your friends can have one of the front tables. Courtesy of Wendy.”

They thank him and pass by. Ei blinks at the colourful lighting flickering around the bar area and the tables. A regretful-looking bartender with red hair rubs at one glass with his cloth, seeming like he’s thinking over his life choices when a bunch of women and a few guys go up to flirt with him.

Yae takes Ei’s wrist and steps ahead, leading their team deftly through the growing crowd, which Ei is grateful for. They find a table right at the front near the stage, which juts out in a gigantic T-shaped catwalk with a wall of speakers behind it. Strobing lights slide from pink to purple to dark blue as music pounds overhead. The crowd behind them laugh and talk among themselves, and Ei can catch snatches of phrases—something about how The Adepti Boys are also playing in town. She makes a note to ask Makoto what that band is later.

Gorou cringes as Kokomi leads him to join the other contestants waiting at the side. “I’m going to embarrass myself.”

“No, you won’t.” Kokomi pauses, thinking. “And if you do, I’ll get Itto to make a scene as a distraction.”

When Gorou continues looking miserable, she gently squeezes his shoulder. “Okay, let’s try to look at this from another perspective. Think of this as a mission. You have to succeed. Pretend the other contestants are secretly evil monkey slavers…”

Ei tunes out as Kokomi and Gorou go over a game plan that has him looking perkier the more they discuss. She feels someone squeeze her hand, and she turns to see Yae watching her, brows slightly furrowed.

Yae squeezes again. “We got this.”

Ei nods once before the lights suddenly go out above them before the stage is hit with spotlights, and a figure comes out from backstage.

A girl struts down the runway in a risqué white piece that drags behind her, blowing kisses to the crowd as she runs her fingers through short, dark hair. Holding up a microphone, she grins as she yells, “Welcome all to our wondrous show of the night. I am your host Wendy, and I’ll have the honour tonight of guiding everyone through our contest of crowning the hottest queen this side of Tevyat!”

Shenhe snorts as she elbows Itto whose jaw drops. “That’s actually a dude, you know.”

“I know that!” Itto shoots back, “He’s…he’s just very cute, that’s all.”

Ei shushes them both as the host instructs the participants to come onto the stage.

Once they are all lined up, Wendy gestures to the contestants. “All right, before we get going, tell us a little about who you are and what your drag persona is all about.”

He quickly passes a second microphone over to Gorou who immediately goes blank based on the look on his face. After a few seconds of prolonged silence, Wendy nudges Gorou. “Do you need a minute?”

Gorou seems to come to life. “Uh…uh…” He clears his throat. “My name is Miss Hina, and…I like eggs?”

The crowd goes silent, and Wendy laughs, “Okay, going for that concept. I like it. Moving on…”

Itto stands up, hollering, “Leave her alone. She’s unsure about liking eggs! We’re all a little confused!”

Ei yanks him down and waves for Wendy to continue. “Sorry, he’s a little…stupid and loud.”

Wendy spreads her arms theatrically. “It’s okay. We all have those friends. Moving on…”

They wait for Wendy to introduce all of the contestants before announcing the task: a dance-off to Beidou’s new hit “My Lawyer Made Me Change the Name of This Song so I Won’t Get Sued, but This Used to Reference Ningguang”, complete with lip syncing. Without further ado, Wendy points dramatically to the lights before they change colours again and the music rolls on as the first contestant comes on.

Ei is quite impressed with the footwork with some of the queens, considering their heels are six inches high. She is immersed in appreciating one dancer’s excellent sense of balance and athleticism when Yae nudges her in the side and points offstage.

Wendy is off to the side, looking at their phone before their eyes widen, and they dart off backstage. Ei nudges Yae, gesturing with her chin that they should follow him.

When Gorou is being herded on stage, his face strangely determined, Ei grabs Yae, Saiguu, and Shenhe to sneak backstage, muttering to security that they are going for moral support. Itto stays behind, standing up and cheering Gorou on so loudly that Ei feels like her future children could hear it.

Yae nods in satisfaction as everyone in the club continues looking at Itto bellowing. “He makes a good distraction.” She glances at Shenhe. “I still don’t know why you’re here.”

Shenhe shrugs and walks past her to open the glittery dressing room door in front of them, nestled at the far back of the building.

Venti sits inside, having already changed from his costume to a…less outrageous outfit that looks like gray tights and green tunic of some kind. He’s humming as he’s wiping off the last of his make-up, spinning around when he spots them in his vanity mirror.

“Ah, fans! Well, you caught me sneaking out. Usually, I don’t end a show so early, but I heard my favourite bad boy is playing tonight in town in his band so I thought I’d pay a little visit. Or did you come to see my trophy collection for all of my drag race wins?” He gestures to the side where a line of bright, shiny awards sit on a miniature table before he squints at Ei. “Huh, you look familiar.”

Ei steps up, clearing her throat. “I am Raiden Ei, the sister to Raiden Makoto to whom you are engaged—“

“That’s where I saw you!” He snaps his fingers. “My Vice President showed me a picture of your sister and talked about my marriage coming up, and I could stand to be more responsible and blah, blah, blah.” He pauses, putting a finger to his chin in thought. “Come to think of it, she always did get rather stressed when I took a break for a few months. Think I’ll give her another raise when I get back. And a homemade song. That woman could really use a vacation.”

“Sir,” Yae begins, sounding very respectful, which makes Saiguu do a double-take, “we really need to speak to you in regards to this marriage contract. You are the only one with power to resolve our issue, and—“

He holds up one hand. “No can do. I’m off the clock for the foreseeable future. Business Venti is not in office while Party Wendy is making her twelve-month debut in Teyvat’s hottest clubs.” Venti jams his hands on his hips. “I’m afraid I’m going to ask you to leave.”

Ei and the others look at each other before Shenhe picks up a trophy and clobbers Venti who falls down unconscious in a spin.

Ei barks, “No! Bad!”

Shenhe shrugs. “We tried to talk. He said no. We went with Plan B—B for beating.”

“Just—“ Ei sighs, running her hand down her face. “—just put him in your sack.”

They shuffle out of the backstage area, quickly making their way to their seats where Kokomi and Itto are cheering Gorou on as one of the other club owners crowns him the winner of the dance-off.

Kokomi whispers to Ei as their group sits down, “They can’t find Wendy so they’re doing a bonus dance of ‘It’s Raining Men’ to buy time.”

Ei nods, spotting Shenhe shove a lumpy burlap sack down under the table out of the corner of her eye. “It’s an energetic show.”

Shortly after the music ends, the same announcer makes an annoyed noise as they stroll out onto the catwalk. “So, Wendy can’t be found. Probably off chasing a newfound boy toy. Anyway, folks, thank you for joining us tonight, and come back next week for drag night bingo!”

She blows a kiss to Gorou, standing on the sidelines and turning an impossible shade of red. “Congratulations to our new gorgeous queen of the night! Enjoy a month’s worth of Lady Ningguang’s make-up collection, and return to defend your crown!” She winks at the crowd. “You don’t want to miss that. That girl’s dance was…dirty. Impressive hip control.”

Ei casts a curious look at Gorou who refuses to make eye contact. Everyone applauds and begins to file out with Shenhe apologizing briefly as she bumps into people with a bulging burlap sack over one shoulder.

Out in the chilly night air, the group decides on what to do. Ei asks about Gorou’s dance.

He mutters, “I copied Yae’s moves when we had interpretative dance together two years ago.”

Everyone turns to Yae who shrugs. “I wanted an easy A, and Sumeru belly dancing was quite rare here at the time.” She lowers her lashes at Ei. “I’d be happy to show you. Maybe on your lap—“

Ei’s ears are burning as she shushes Yae. “We can talk about that later.”

She suddenly has a lot of questions, but she recognizes that now isn’t the time as a cab rolls up to them. Itto was actually useful and flagged it down when they left the club.

“This has been very educational.” Kokomi hums, helping a cursing Gorou hop into a taxi as he trips in his heels. “My contribution to this entire thing is not telling Sara, because she would have called the police.”

Fair.

Itto also hops in. “Yeah, I gotta help Miss Hina get back home! I know y’all are gonna miss me—“

“Bye, Itto,” Ei quickly says.

“—but I think he’ll need some bro time later. Maybe over a nice dinner with some nice candlelight. A bottle of wine? A walk down the nearby beach at sunset?” Itto muses to himself, and Ei steps away.

The taxi lumbers off as Saiguu pulls up. She jerks her thumb towards the trunk. “Toss the goods in, and we’ll head back to my place.”

Shenhe throws the sack inside. “Your place on campus?”

“No, my actual house.” Saiguu starts driving off once everyone piles in. “If we’re gonna be making him change his mind, I’m not getting stains on that carpet. I want my deposit back.”

She drives off, and Ei has time to sink into her thoughts, pondering over what a potential assault and kidnapping charge might do to her chances of graduating.

Yae touches her hand, and Ei jerks out of her musings. “Hey, you look like you’re overthinking.”

Is it that obvious? “I’m just wondering what we’ll do if this doesn’t work. If we can’t get Venti to change his mind.”

“What will happen will happen.” Yae touches her face, turning Ei towards her. Her eyes search Ei’s expression. “Look at me. I’m right here, and I’m much prettier than whatever worries are in your head.”

Ei smiles a little. “I won’t argue with that.”

Shenhe makes a disgusted noise on the other side of Yae. “Get a room.”

Saiguu jumps in, “They’re so much worse in one. Why, one time I had them at my house—“

Ei clears her throat, feeling heat race across her face. “Can we please focus on getting there safely?”

“No! So, anyway…” Saiguu continues on cheerfully.

By the time they pull up to the house, Ei’s jumping out of the car before it fully stops, desperately trying to get away from Saiguu recounting her “glory days.” “…end up smelling like a burning trash can in a whorehouse!”

Ei shakes her head, trying to rid herself of the images that now come to mind. “I’d rather not listen to any more and focus on the task at hand instead.”

“Hey! Your sister likes hearing about them.” Saiguu scowls as she exits the driver’s side. “In fact, she asks for specific details—“

Ei speaks over her. “Shenhe, can you help me carry him inside?”

They end up tying Venti to a chair in the kitchen, taking a moment to realize they have no idea what to do next.

“Whoa, did I party too much this time?” Venti slowly lifts his head, burlap sack still sagging. “This is a little unusual, even by my standards.”

Shenhe smacks the back of his head, and he goes unconscious again. When everyone stares at her, she shrugs. “It wasn’t the right time.” She raises her hand again. “And just to be sure.”

Ei catches her arm. “Stop hitting him. We’re already in enough trouble as it is.” Her temple throbs, and she’s starting to doubt the wisdom of her recent life choices. “Let’s just…let’s just take a moment before we proceed.”

She takes a breath and looks around. At the counter beside the stove, Shenhe and Saiguu wait, hands hovering above the tools they have set there. Beside her, Yae takes her hand, her quiet exhale and tight grip the only sign of her emotions. Outside, the sky is dark, pitch-black, but daylight is coming soon. Whatever happens here now would change all of their futures. Except Shenhe’s.

The realization of what they are about to do weighs down on Ei at the moment—the kidnapping, the position of the person tied up before them. Everyone looks at Ei, uncertain, hesitating about what will happen next. If things go badly and Venti wants to bring the law into this, then Ei will…Ei will…

She swallows. “Whatever happens next, I will take full responsibility. Do what you can, and I will shoulder the consequences.”

At her words, she can see Saiguu’s shoulders relaxing a tiny bit and Shenhe giving her a raise of chin in acknowledgment. Yae squeezes her hand, and Ei spots the relief in everyone’s eyes.

Ei tightens her grip on Venti’s burlap sack and almost pulls it off before he raises his head again. She drops the grip as her hostage shakes his head. “Hmm…I’m starting to suspect this is not a kinky party thing.”

She clears her throat. “Venti, we have to talk about your marriage contract.”

“Nope,” he replies brightly. “Already agreed upon and with a sizable share for me to boot if I follow through. I’d be a terrible businessman if I turned down that contract.”

Saiguu growls, “It’s clear the piggy isn’t squealing. We’re going to have to make him.” She glances over. “Shenhe, the knives please.”

Shenhe nods and starts heating up the blades.

Ei rubs her temples. “Can we not resort to torture so quickly?”

“Torture?” Venti perks. “What kind?”

“The kind that makes you talk!” Saiguu jabs a knife into the air. “Gonna cut off pieces of you and mail it! Ha, how’d you like to get your fingers sent to you for ransom?”

“Oh, no! Not my fingers!” Venti replies cheerfully.

Saiguu squints. “Little shit’s not taking us seriously.” She holds up a heated butter knife. “We know your secret, you fairy cake.”

“Which one? The fact that I’m Wendy? It was advertised. It’s hardly a secret.”

“Why, you little—“ Saiguu storms over and lifts up the knife. She wavers as her eyes dart over where to cut, freezing for so long that Ei wonders if she got sudden paralysis.

She ends up lowering it. “…Shenhe, maybe you should take over the convincing part. I…uh…need some time to get warmed up! Yeah, that’s it.”

Shenhe nods dutifully and picks up a sledgehammer she found in the shed. “I’ll go for the knees.”

“No!” Ei steps between them. “No more of this.” She runs a hand down her face. “Listen, Venti. My name is Raiden Ei, and I will be your future sister-in-law if the marriage contract goes through. Is there a way that we can negotiate a change or amendment to it that could possibly persuade you to reconsider?”

“Now, you’re talking. Let’s see what you got.” Venti stands up, pulling off his hood while the rope bindings fall away. When everyone stares, he winks. “Freed myself a few minutes ago while you all thought I was out.”

Yae asks, “Then, why didn’t you escape?”

“Why, I was enjoying the drama.” Venti places his hands on his hips. “So, what are you offering? We got stocks, patents, or…?”

“Uh…” Ei holds up her phone. “I’m making a dating app?”

“Hmmm…lemme see.” Venti squints over the screen. “Love the idea. Could use some more green in its colour scheme though.”

Shenhe seethes, storming forward. “The colour scheme is fine—“ She’s hauled back by Saiguu and Yae, who quickly nod in Venti’s direction.

He looks up after taking a quick selfie for some reason. “I love it, and I’d love to endorse it on my tour. Can you make this in green and blue to match with me? Ooh, can you title it: Wendy—Out for Love?”

“…yes, we can do that,” Ei answers.

“Sweet! Still, this isn’t enough to offset the loss of canceling the contract for me.”

Yae supplies, “I’m launching an international publishing house with a base in Inazuma next year.”

Venti squints at her. “What’s it called?”

“…Yae’s Publishing House?”

“Hmm…straightforward. I like it! What are your financial projections looking like?”

She brings up the data, and Venti skims over the details. “Hmm…pretty thorough and very optimistic too.”

Yae clears her throat. “I also just received investment for my new publishing house from one of the biggest information specialists in Sumeru. I could offer you a reasonable share in the company.”

“Depends. What are you publishing?”

Yae quickly looks at her phone, scrolling briefly before raising her brows. “Well, if it pleases you, I can publish one or two titles in line with your recommended book and song lists.”

Venti leans forward. “Such as?”

“…dirty, naughty things that require a license proving your age to buy.”

“We should really talk about that if you’re really going to do that,” Ei mutters to Yae who waves her off.

“Yes!” Venti points. “Filth me up. Totally need to get in on that. Need more to convince me though.”

Ei asks, “Couldn’t you do it in the name of love? Yae and I are…we would like that option with each other at least.”

“Aww, how sweet! Normally I would, but I’m also trading off a multi-million merger so I think I’m entitled to ask for a bit more in value.”

Ei looks at Shenhe and Saiguu in desperation. Shenhe rocks back and forth with the sledgehammer in hand, frowning and dropping it when Ei shakes her head.

Saiguu complains, “Oh, all right, you little shit. I’ll also toss in a discount for drinks at any of my bars.”

Venti hums in thought. “Well…I might give up the contract…if you give me 70% off.”

“What!” Saiguu snarls. “But that’s a big portion of my profit!” She gets in his face. “20!”

“65!”

Saiguu moans, “My profit margins!”

Yae glares at her aunt who sheds a few tears that Ei suspects are mostly crocodile ones.

After a fierce negotiation, Venti and Saiguu settle for 40% off of bar drinks and Saiguu won’t castrate him with a hot knife. And Ei would stop looking at Saiguu like she wants to strangle her every time she touched Makoto.

Venti also wants to be one of the first people in Yae’s bookstore to get ahold of all the exotic stories that will give him inspiration for songs and dances. And she suggests impractical ideas for a potential app that makes Shenhe grind her teeth, like he’s a walking nightmare for all designers.

After all is done and settled, he dusts his hands, rubbing his wrists. “Well, all seems functional here.” He puts his hands on his hips. “I look forward to working with you, Miss Yae and my former future sister-in-law. At least, this will go better than my last investment. Who knew that Snitchcoin—the prison currency—would crash so hard? Whomp, whomp.”

The doorbell rings, and after looking at each other, Saiguu trepidatiously opens it, considering that it’s still 4 am in the morning.

The tall, red-haired bartender stands on the porch, looking like he has a headache. “Hello, I’m here to pick up my useless and unreliable employer.”

“Ah, Diluc! Come in!” Venti waves from the kitchen. “I just made a couple more business partnerships. I seem to be pretty good at this stuff if I don’t say so myself.”

Diluc sighs and holds out his arms, which Venti hops into. He rests his head on Diluc’s chest. “Not quite as short and broody as I’d prefer, but a bard can dream.

“Oh,” he pulls out a business card from who-knows-where, “get in touch with my legal team if you wanna get on that contract stuff asap. I’ll hit them up on my drive back.”

Yae and Ei glance at each other before scrambling to call each of their respective contacts regarding legal matters.

Shinobu takes being woken up at 4 am in the morning surprisingly well. When Ei asks why, she merely replies with, “Itto.”

She perks significantly when Ei explains that they might be able to get the contract amended with Venti’s permission before becoming incredibly interested when Ei mentions that Yanfei from Liyue would also be involved. She agrees immediately to get working on the amendment for the low, low price of getting to work on the contract extensively with Yanfei, and Ei sees no reason to object.

Venti’s legal department does reach out a few hours afterwards. After a couple of days of their legal teams wrangling out the details, they manage to change Venti’s contract into more of a business one, requiring Ei to work on an exclusive dating app for him. Ei doesn’t mind, but she feels apprehensive about hiring Shenhe because Shenhe is still mad that Venti didn’t like her designs.

Artists.

They email the amended contract to Ganyu, who resends the signed contract with Zhongli’s signature by the end of the day. Zhongli, for his part, congratulates Ei for finding an equitable solution and offers to host a small party in Inazuma in celebration and to meet his new future bride.

At one of Ei’s favourite restaurants, which they booked exclusively for the evening, she finds herself standing in the garden between Makoto and Zhongli who eye each other curiously.

Taking a breath, Ei gestures between the two. “Zhongli, this is Makoto. Makoto, this is Zhongli.”

Zhongli takes Makoto’s hand and briefly places a kiss there. “Charmed. It is as delightful to meet you as it is to meet your sister.”

Makoto glances him up and down before smiling. “Well, I’m glad you’re such a gentleman. And a handsome one at that.”

Zhongli smiles back. “I get the feeling that this will be a very fine partnership.”

Ei is weirded out by the interaction, and really, she should be used to it by now. She feels a familiar warmth slink up behind her, winding an arm around her shoulders before she hears Yae’s voice. “Congratulations on your new engagement, Zhongli. I’m of the opinion that it is a much better match than your last one.”

“Indeed. Good to see you, Miss Yae.” He clears his throat. “I have been talking with my CFO, and Ningguang remarked that I have been acting rather…stupid over this marriage contract that has been causing you great grief.” He coughs. “Would you accept a small investment of seven million mora into your business as an apology?”

“Why, how thoughtful of you.” Yae smiles sweetly. “Water under the bridge. I could also use an experienced team of project developers and administrators to help me build the structure of my publishing house. It would allow the apology to sink in more, you see.”

Zhongli opens his phone. “Of course. I am sure that Ganyu and Keqing do not mind being loaned out.”

Ei slips away as Yae and Zhongli begin hashing out details, heading over to the seating around where circular tables surrounded by plush chairs allowed guests to sit, eat, and chat.

She spots Ayaka sitting at a far table and makes her way over, thanking her friend for the assistance with Gorou’s dress and for coming to the party.

“My pleasure. I’m glad everything worked out for you and that I could help. Though…”

Ei waits for it.

Ayaka sighs, sipping from her glass. “I’m still so hopeless. The last time I saw Lumine, my top hat fell off, and she recognized me in disguise.” She drops her head to the table. “I don’t know how I should act around her.”

Like how she is around Ei would be a good start—relatively normal. “Maybe you need to take the idea of relationship off the table and get to know like you’re genuinely interested in her as a person.”

“Like…a friend?”

Ei nods, thinking over her next words. “I think a strong friendship is essential to any lasting relationship—romantic or otherwise. It’s not enough to love someone in my opinion. You need to like them too. You need to know that they’re willing and able to have your back when you need them.”

Ayaka sits back, musing over Ei’s words. “That’s quite wise,” she says slowly. “And here, I was starting to think the dating guru thing was all made up.”

She stiffens suddenly, panicking and scrambling over to another table. “Lumine’s coming!”

Ei turns to see Lumine trotting over, pretty gold and white dress shining in the fading sunlight. She glances back at Ayaka who is already pretending to study the leaves of the flower basket on the table. Sighing, she turns and raises a hand to greet her other friend. “Thank you for coming.”

“It was really my pleasure. I manage to form a pretty good draft for my future thesis, and I have to credit you and Yae for that.” Lumine smiles. “Actually, I was thinking of writing a book after my Masters, inspired by you and Yae called ‘Idiots in Love: How to Communicate Effectively with your Partner and not Stupidly Break up.’ I’ll send you the first copy.”

“…I suppose I would appreciate that.” She gestures for Lumine to sit beside her. “I confess that we did benefit a lot from your intervention.”

Lumine shrugs lightly. “I’ve gotten used to occasionally helping people out.” Her eyes crinkle. “I’m glad that I could assist you guys. You two have a really strong thing going on.”

Ei rubs her nape. “Speaking of…I don’t really know where we are anymore. I mean the marriage contract thing got resolved, but things feel different now. Not like how they used to be before we found out about the arranged marriage.” She looks up nervously. “I don’t know if we can go back to the way we were.”

“Why do you feel like you need to?” Lumine crosses one leg over the other. “Relationships are living things—as their participants adapt, so do they. Relationships don’t always stay the same because the people in them change. That’s just life. What matters is whether what you have is changing in a way that is helping you grow together or pushing you apart.”

She pauses. “And if I were you, I would address the underlying issues you two have first that caused such a rift before trying to re-embark on what you two had. If you don’t, the issues will surface again in some way because you didn’t deal with them the first time.”

“That makes sense.” Ei runs her hand through her hair. “I should talk to—“

Saiguu saunters over and plops herself down by Ei, running her fingers up her skirt. “Hey, baby. Miss me?”

“No!” Ei swats her hand away. “What are you doing?”

“What’s wrong? Was I a little too rough last time?” Saiguu purrs.

Ei feels like vomiting. “You and Makoto are—never mind. Don’t tell me.”

“Wait, are you the other twin?” Saiguu squints. “Damn, should have brought my reading glasses or something.”

Ei turns, swallowing back a gag reflex. “Lumine, this is Saiguu. Saiguu, this is Lumine. She is Yae’s aunt.”

“And this girl’s future sister-in-law!” She jumps on Ei, hooking an arm around her shoulder, which the latter peels off. “How’s it going?”

Ei points out. “She’s not getting married to you.”

“She is in spirit.” Saiguu nods when Ei looks on in disbelief. “I’m a spiritual advisor. Kind of an expert in these things.”

Lumine glances over their guest. “I’m curious about what it is that you advise on.”

Saiguu puffs her chest up, and Ei knows that it’ll be a ramble.

Lumine gamely nods along as Saiguu describes her various projects, all while being distracted by a bee nearby. She leans forward. “Miss Saiguu, have you ever considered being assessed for ADHD?”

“Nah. That shit don’t exist.” Saiguu leans back, opening her mouth to elaborate when she catches sight of a steam table pan on the buffet table being uncovered. “Oooh, carnitas! Gotta go!”

She jets off to the dinner line starting to form while Lumine shakes her head, amused. “You sure do have interesting friends.”

She glances around. “I do think that this is a nice party for your sister and her fiancé. Thanks for inviting me.”

Just as she says that, Venti comes out on the stage at the front of the room, dressed to the nines with a blonde wig, looking awfully like the girl beside Ei. “Thank you all for waiting. I can see a few jaws drop, so I’m gonna say that my Asmoday impersonation really hit the mark, hehe.”

Lumine’s jaw clicks shut. She stands up. “Never mind. I’m out.”

Shaking her head, she notices Ayaka also frantically rising from a nearby table. “Oh, hey, didn’t you see you there.” She smiles, biting her lip softly, and Ei could practically see Ayaka nearly swoon over the expression. “I’ve been meaning to ask if you wanted to grab coffee and talk about your impressions with the app.“ She rubs her nape. “Though, maybe that’s just an excuse to get to talk to you.”

“O-of course!” Ayaka strolls by, quickly squeezing Ei’s arm as she passes. “I’m free right now.”

Ei feels a blossom of warmth in her chest at how happy Ayaka looks when chatting with Lumine as they head off together, arms linked. “I did that.”

Yae’s voice floats out from behind her. “And a very good matchmaking job you did. I dare say you’re living up to your reputation, Fox Whisperer.”

Ei closes her eyes. “You’re never going to let me live it down, are you?”

“Are you kidding? It’ll be our child’s middle name.” She sits down. “Speaking of…”

“…of our non-existent children?”

“No, not that. I just have something really important to say to you.”

She appears to be thinking hard over her words before she sighs, “Did I ever tell you that the first time I met you, you ran your hands all over me?”

No. Also, Ei doesn’t remember that. “I’m sorry. That must have been when I went out with some classmates for a drink. They were pretty insistent.” She rubs her nape. “That must have been creepy to experience from a then-stranger.”

“Not at all. In fact, I think I might even say that I fell in love the moment you laid your hands on me.”

…Ei doesn’t understand how that works, but okay.

“Considering that you saved me from a bigger creep, I’d take it positively if I were you.” Yae pulls out a flower from the centerpiece, a dark red rose that she spins around her fingers. “Since then, life has certainly been an adventure. A rollercoaster of ups and downs.”

“…I’m sorry about that too.”

“Don’t be. Life with you has been much more interesting since we met.” Yae puts the flower down, staring out into the outdoor seating, the first aid tent in the back, the garden beyond that reminds Ei of the one with the gazebo where they got soaked by a passing storm.

Ei nods in what she hopes is understanding. “I know. There’s too many people at the pasta bar right now.”

Yae turns, laughing in surprise, “I agree, but that wasn’t where my head was at.” She picks up the rose again. “I was just thinking that I keep meeting the prettiest girl I have ever seen at parties like this.”

“…you mean me, right?” Ei has to double-check. “Well, I disagree. I believe I am the one who keeps finding the prettiest girl around.”

Yae smiles, lightly tapping Ei’s forearm with the flower. “I guess we will have to agree to disagree then.”

The smile slowly slips off of Yae’s face. “That being said, we should talk now that we have some breathing room.”

Ei agrees. “I was wondering where we are in terms of what we mean to each other. I like you, Miko. I don’t think I’ll ever find someone like you again.”

“I agree.” Yae reaches out to grasp Ei’s fingers. “You’re the only one who’s ever had all of me. Who’s ever made me cry over her. Who’s ever had me grow so much just to keep her.” She kisses her hand. “I’m yours—heart, body, mind. I’m yours, in every way except…” Yae glances up, the look in her eyes reminding Ei of fragile glass. She pulls out a small charm bag with something inside from her pocket. “Will you accept this from me?”

Ei blinks, taking the bag, confused about where the bag thing came from. “Of course.”

She notices Yae watching her carefully. “What?”

“Aren’t you going to open it?”

Ei shakes her head. “Whatever you have in there, I accept it.” When Yae can’t stop a goofy smile from spreading across her face, Ei gets a tinge of suspicion. “Wait, why do you look so—“

Saiguu’s voice bellows from the dance floor. “Kid, come over here and help me kick this bard’s ass! Asmoday is a hotter mama than Cloud Retainer, my ass!”

Yae sighs and begins to turn, pausing. “We’ll…we’ll talk more about that later, all right?”

Ei squeezes her hand, and Yae looks assured. She gives Ei one last smile before wading into the crowd to pull Saiguu out of Venti’s headlock that she had gotten herself into.

Ei settles back, watching the growing brawl as Shenhe decides to join for some reason when Makoto drops by, sliding into the seat next to her. “Everything okay with you and Yae?”

“Yes, we’re okay now.” Looking at the tiny charm bag, emblazoned with the symbol of a pink sakura blossom, Ei smiles. She passes it to Makoto who eagerly opens the bag. “She even gave me that.”

Makoto’s eyes pop open at the sight of the contents. “And you said yes?”

“Of course.” Ei picks up her glass to drink from it. “I trust Yae.”

Turning the bag upside down, Makoto drops a silver ring onto her palm, topped with a purple gem that glows beautifully in the light. “Well, I guess we’ll be attending your engagement party next because Yae just proposed to you.”

Ei spits out her drink.

She runs across the grounds, frantically asking the party-goers if they have seen Yae. She bumps into Venti near the bar who is adjusting his wig after nearly getting it knocked off his head. “Hey, I’m actually pretty good at fights. Think I’ll make a band for romantic ballads and call it ‘Thot-Stoppers’.”

“Yes, well…” Ei rubs her nape. “Did you see where Yae and Saiguu went?”

Venti points in the direction of the first aid tent, and Ei springs over, finding Saiguu moaning while lying on a cot and holding a bag of ice to her head. “That little shit got me!”

Yae sighs, taking away the bag. “He didn’t even hit you, just choked you out from behind.”

“If I wanted to be choked by an Asmoday impersonator, I would have asked Mak—“

Ei’s sister barges through the tent entrance, looking frantic. “I heard Saiguu got in a fight!”

Said participant perks before collapsing back into the bed, holding the back of her hand to her forehead. “It was terrible. So many hooks were thrown. I managed to block most of them, and I let him eat a teep—“

Yae takes Ei’s hand, leading them out of the tent as Makoto goes to Saiguu’s side. “Let’s give these two idiots some privacy. I don’t think she knows half of what she’s saying.”

That’s a shame. Ei wanted to hear how she managed to successfully throw a teep while in a rear naked chokehold.

Yae brings her over to a private spot in the rose garden, surrounded by hedges and calming sounds of a bubbling fountain. “Now, what is it you wanted to talk about?”

Ei holds out the ring, shaking her head. “I’m not—I’m not—“

“Ah.” Yae’s voice is carefully controlled. “You changed your mind.” She smooths down her skirt, keeping her gaze on her lap. “I suppose it was too much to hope for, considering recent events.”

“That’s not it.” Ei straightens up. “I need more time, and we need more time to work things out between us.“ When Yae looks up, she continues on, “It’s not a ‘no’, Miko. It’s a ‘not yet’.”

“And what does that mean?”

“It means that we should be working on ourselves first, but…” Ei glances down at her feet before looking back up at Yae. “I want to do that with you. And maybe for the rest of our lives once we get everything sorted.” She swallows. “I just need some time before I can say that I’m yours too.”

Yae watches her quietly for a long time before smiling—a broad, happy expression that takes Ei off guard in its brightness. “That’s fine. More than fine. Take as much time as you need, Ei, as long as you’ll have me in the end. I can wait.”

Yae reaches forward, taking Ei’s hand and kissing her palm. “I can wait forever for you.”


Notes for the Chapter:
Everything has wrapped up beautifully, and I considered ending it here. However, I do have an epilogue of sorts planned, and Halifax has encouraged me to include a specific scene that you’ll see later :)

I may write some side stories as well if I’m up for it. In any case, thank you for being on this adventure with me so far. Here are some random tidbits about the story:

- Saiguu is my favourite character to write, and I have trouble portraying her any other way now. Her theme song would be “Love Shack” by The B-52s.

- Lumine, in my opinion, is the most normal person in the series, which is odd, considering her own bizarre parents

- The Foxtrap was meant to be a one-shot and quickly spiralled out of control.

- Shenhe somehow became Power from Chainsaw Man. To be fair, the delivery of “…my homicidal nature…” in the English lines really sealed her characterization in my head.






15. Side Story: Kokomi x Sara

Summary for the Chapter:
Kokomi tries to enter a small band into a contest to meet her favourite writer. Chaos ensues.


Notes for the Chapter:Hey all, hope you enjoy this side story featuring Kokomi. It surprised me how fast I wrote it, but it’s also a simpler plot.

Thank you to Halifax as always for her feedback. FYI—Kokomi was the character Halifax related to the most in the series.





Kokomi waits for Sara at their favourite coffee shop like she usually does on weekdays.

The pair frequent the cafe located in the centre of campus, coming together to connect, study, complain, and just hang out whenever they finish class. What Kokomi appreciates most is the regularity of it all—how it provided her a sense of stability and structure to meet Sara at the same time each weekday. How Sara would come in via the same door at the same time—always 15 minutes early—and moving with nearly military precision, each motion just enough to carry her through to the next.

She almost rivals Ei in terms of ease with her movements, though the latter seems to flow through life with an elegance that was unconscious and beautiful. Art in motion. However, that is a thought that Kokomi will keep to herself. Mostly, because Yae has a tendency to glare at anyone like she wants to claw their eyes out if they give Ei anything that could potentially resemble a flirtatious comment.

Kokomi likes her eyes where they are, thanks.

Cutting into her thoughts, exactly like clockwork, Kokomi hears Sara’s footsteps approaching her from behind, the cadence of her gait remarkably measured and even.

Sara sets down a takeout cup of hot tea and a paper bag full of biscottis from Kokomi’s favourite bakery. “I got peppermint this time. I know you sometimes get stomach aches from stress, so I thought this might help.”

“Thank you! Oh!” Kokomi pulls up her phone. “I took some pictures of the crow I’ve been nursing back to health. I let it go today, but it reminds me of you.”

“I can’t imagine why.” Sara sniffs though she smiles as she scrolls through the pictures. “I’m glad it’s doing better.” She examines her girlfriend. “Are you feeling sad about saying goodbye?”

“Yeah, it’s hard not to when you’ve bonded with it.”

Sara nods, sipping on her own black coffee as she appears to think things over. “Okay, after class, wanna go for a walk by the beach? I know time in nature tends to cheer you up.”

“I would love that.” Kokomi can’t help smiling. She doesn’t know how Sara can read her so well at times, but she appreciates it nonetheless. “Let’s see…my last class ends at 4 pm so we could—“

The door to the cafe slams open as Ei runs in, looking frantic and ordering a bunch of coffees and drinks. She checks her watch anxiously as she bobs up and down on her tiptoes while the beverages are being made before grabbing them and sprinting out, yelling thanks over her shoulder.

A few minutes later, Yae comes in, looking murderous and asking the baristas if they’ve seen Ei. She bolts off when a bored-looking Shenhe points her in the general direction.

Kokomi observes everything and stands. “Oh, they look like they could use some help. Maybe, I should—“

“Nope.” Sara rises and gently sits Kokomi back down. “You don’t want to get involved in whatever hot mess they got themselves into this time.”

“But I wanna know—“

“Understandable, but it’s better for your sanity to stay out of it.”

Sara is usually right about situations like this so Kokomi lets it go. Still, Kokomi hopes they manage to work out their differences despite the interesting vibe she got from them when they were talking at the end of Makoto’s engagement party last week.

Also, wasn’t Makoto dating that older lady? Now, she’s engaged to a young man from Liyue. How does that work??

Sara also told her not to stress over this situation. Too much mental power used for very little understanding in how Makoto’s and more-than-friends’ brains work.

Despite her reluctance over that, Kokomi also lets it go. She has to anyway, because she has upcoming midterms to worry about.

After her latest study session for her last one, she emerges out of her cave at the library, blinking in the daylight after her 400-page speed read for geography. Stumbling to the nearest coffee shop, she wanders in and grabs a drink, recognizing Shenhe as one of the baristas. She waves to her as Shenhe nods back in acknowledgment while cursing out a hefty slew of online orders.

Kokomi shrugs and parks herself by the pick-up counter, only to spot Yae and Ei sitting by themselves at a far wall.

She raises her hand to greet them, pausing when she realizes that this is a really good opportunity to observe her friends for her writing.

Yae and Ei are sitting across from each other, body language open and chatting happily, Ei’s hand over Yae’s on the coffee table between them. Whatever Yae was angry about earlier seems to have been forgotten as she laughs about whatever thing Ei is eagerly speaking about. Then, Ei looks at her watch and seems to realize she has to go. Leaning forward, she brushes a strand of hair behind her ear in an easy, graceful motion as she presses a kiss to Yae’s mouth, pausing long enough that even after she pulls back, Yae follows suit automatically. Only stopping when she catches what she’s doing and opening her eyes as Ei waves goodbye and heads off.

The absolute head-over-heels expression on Yae’s face is so obvious to Kokomi that she could probably see it from the moon. Within seconds, the vulnerability is already wiped away to be replaced with Yae’s signature cocky look that borders on infuriating and attractive, according to the general consensus around the dorms.

Yae gets stopped on her way to exit by a shy freshman who blushes and stutters while awkwardly holding out her phone. The intention is clear, and Kokomi instantly feels second-hand embarrassment already starting for the poor girl who would be inevitably rejected.

To Kokomi’s surprise, Yae shakes her head and gently turns the freshman down, the expression on her face kind but firm at the same time. The freshman’s shoulders drop with disappointment, but she nods in understanding, seeming to thank Yae for her time before moving out the door. Yae waits for a few seconds before leaving herself, and Kokomi is left to marvel at how mature Yae has become.

Yae’s previous turndowns were the stuff of legend for their witty comebacks that were so sharp, the requester’s ego could feel amputated for weeks. Now, it’s a lot more soft, more compassionate. It’s amazing how much Yae has mellowed out and—

…wait, did Kokomi just consider Yae attractive, even briefly?

She makes a note to check in with the campus counsellor to make sure she’s not getting too in over her head with her writing. Not that Yae is unattractive, but Kokomi prefers her dates to be elegant and serious, confident people who could quickly assess a situation and make the right judgment most of the time. She finds those traits to be a great counterbalance to her own diplomatic nature, which tends to spend a lot of energy considering every single facet of her choices rather than the ones that almost matter. Hence, why she takes days longer to decide on things that Sara could figure out in an hour.

Actually, it was one of the traits she most admired—

Shenhe calls out, “Yo, egghead. Are you going to pick up your vanilla latte?”

Embarrassed, Kokomi quickly picks up her drink from the crowded counter. “Sorry, sorry! I just saw Yae and Ei and got lost in my thoughts.”

Shenhe scoffs, “You know how many broken-hearted flings I had to deal with after that irritating idiot dumps them? I can’t believe that candy-haired womanizer never got her comeuppance.”

…Yae got plenty of that if what Kokomi learned from Ei is true. “I think she’s changed, even if she won’t admit the extent of it to herself.” She pauses. “And she’s gotten less irritating.”

Shenhe points to a bulletin board on the nearby wall. “Bimbo womanizer is only marginally less annoying than the people who stick their ads on here.”

Kokomi looks over and does a double-take when she sees a name she hasn’t seen for some time on a brightly designed flyer. “A music contest for a chance to meet Hana Chirusato?”

She hurries over and eagerly scans the instructions. “To be held in a week at the music hall. Winners receive an autograph from Miss Chirusato as well as a copy of her best-selling book. Please email for entry.”

Shenhe calls out, leaning over the counter. “What’s that? Nerd things?”

“It’s a chance to meet one of my favourite authors!”

Kokomi points at the ad. “Hana Chirusato was an amazing sci-fi author who stopped writing twenty years ago but wrote very thought-provoking stories about the future of mankind in space and what that reveals about—“

“Yup, nerd things.” Shenhe turns, raising a hand as a goodbye. “Gotta get back to work.”

Kokomi frowns before she shakes her head and takes a picture of the flyer before sending off an email to enter herself right away.

Walking back to her dorm, she rereads the instructions and realizes it would be a group contest so she needed at least one other member to be there. When she thinks of all the people she knows that might possibly have some musical talent and be willing to cooperate in a moderately normal manner, it narrows down her list down to Sara, Gorou, and Makoto.

Gorou says yes automatically and swears to be the best drummer ever. Sara agrees readily but admits that while she’s had technical prowess over her bass, she hasn’t been known to be the most musically creative individual during her studies. Kokomi reassures her that following some sheet music doesn’t require a lot of originality, but she also wants to win so she approaches Makoto next.

At her dorm door, Makoto smiles brightly. “Of course, I’ll help you! It sounds fun. I’ll sing and play the tambourine!” She pulls out her phone. “Let me invite Ei too!”

Kokomi thinks over her proposal and nods. “Okay, but I would like to keep this entry small and relatively private.”

Makoto doesn’t hear her, already chatting away with her sister about the fun they’ll have while playing. Kokomi speaks louder, “Actually, we only need to play one song, and I already have an idea of which one I want.”

Makoto nods along, half-listening. “Okay, just send us the title, and we’ll practice on our own before we meet up to practice as a band. We are doing that, right?”

Kokomi schedules a time tomorrow to rehearse together as Makoto suggested. They meet at an empty room at the student union hub in the early afternoon with Kokomi preparing a small charcuterie platter as a way to thank people for coming and get them to feel welcome. Third time’s the charm, right?

Sara comes by first, early as always. She brings a beautiful electric bass that she sets down by Kokomi before she immediately starts arranging the seating arrangement to optimize their ability to communicate. Kokomi lets her be, because Sara is just being Sara and being productive makes her happy.

Makoto comes shortly afterwards, grinning with tambourine in hand, while Ei pads in behind her, electric guitar over one shoulder.

Kokomi’s eyes pop open at the sight, and she greets her friends with a smile…before more people pour into the room, only one of which she invited.

Gorou peers around as Yae, Shenhe, and Itto crowd into the room. “Huh, I didn’t know that we were going to have this big of a group. What is everyone playing?”

Makoto jumps onto Sara and Ei. “We got vocals, bass, and guitar.”

Sara glances at Kokomi. “Makoto wanted to have her own band in high school, and she roped us into it for all of three months.”

Ei mutters, “She made me play with her for longer than that. In fact, to attract the attention of the president on the student council, she had me—“

Makoto clears her throat. “Moving on, what about those guys?” She points at the trio at the door. “What are they bringing?”

Kokomi follows Makoto’s finger, ignoring Ei’s grumbles about bossy, older siblings. “I don’t know. I didn’t plan for them.”

Sara sighs at Yae and Ei. “Why is there always chaos whenever you two show up?”

Ei opens her mouth to protest when Yae smoothly cuts in. “Come now, are you suggesting that we’re always responsible for the complete disruption of your drill sergeant order? Surely, each of these individuals came for their own reason.”

Shenhe shrugs. “I was bored so I followed Ei. I can play the violin if that helps.”

Kokomi nods, mentally tallying the asset. “Okay, what about Itto?”

“Heyo, I helped Gorou carry his drums here.”

“Good enough. Yae?”

“Moral support.”

Makoto snorts. “Ha!”

Yae glares. “Fine, I can play the koto.”

Shenhe scowls. “What the hell is that? An app for hookers?”

The group dissolves into arguing for a few minutes while Kokomi tries to softly shout over the din. It’s only when Makoto rings a cowbell with one of Gorou’s drumsticks that everyone stops to pay attention. “Children, please! Get into your seats so we can get started.”

Kokomi takes a few breaths to calm her heart rate while Makoto and Sara organize everyone into a physical arrangement that would lead to the least amount of random fights. “Thank you, you two. Now, if everyone could pull out their phones to look at the song I picked…”

After some more excited discussion and moving into position, the band plays a synthpop hit that Kokomi hopes will appeal to Lady Chirusato who is said to attend and judge for herself. The music should bring to mind particular elements of the cyberpunk genre, which Hana Chirusato heavily used in her futuristic epics—

Shenhe shouts, “Stop overthinking again and hurry up, Egghead!”

The first pass sounds like a mess. The second time goes slightly better than the first. The third time, Yae stands up and loudly announces that she’ll be the conductor cause the group couldn’t organize themselves to get out of a giant paper bag.

Surprisingly, when Yae starts conducting, the group starts playing more in time with one another. Kokomi relaxes on her keyboard, watching Yae for her cue to jump in rather than worrying about everyone else hitting their parts correctly. After about an hour of practice, Yae pronounced them good enough to play for at least two minutes without getting booed, and Kokomi considers that a qualified success.

She claps her hands together as they put away their instruments and start to shuffle out with Itto eating half the charcuterie board by himself. “Okay, everyone. Meet at the music hall for the actual performance at noon on Saturday. Thank you all for helping me out!”

After everyone but Sara leaves, Kokomi wavers briefly before collapsing into a chair. Sara comes over and examines her. “Too much energy?”

Kokomi weakly nods.

“Okay. Let’s go listen to some whale songs and watch a documentary about birds to recharge you.”

Sara knows how to perk her up so well. “I’d like that.”

Kokomi and Sara later end up cuddling in the former’s bed, falling asleep to a film about the mating rituals of colourful birds in southern Natlan and Sumeru. Kokomi has never felt so relaxed in her sleep as when Sara is around.

Upon waking, Sara studies her gently. “How’s your harmony doing?”

“Like there’s a crimp in it,” Kokomi grumbles, still half-asleep and feeling her brain slowly coming back online. “But still slightly less disastrous than my worst case scenario.”

Sara sighs, closing her eyes and pinching the bridge of her nose. “Here’s hoping the idiots don’t cause too much craziness.” She gets up. “C’mon. I’ll walk you to your last midterm.”

Four hours later, Kokomi celebrates with Sara with a trip to the Watatsumi History club to learn how to carefully trim a bonsai tree. Sara is an amazing student—her attention rapt on all the details and methods to consider, her lack of hesitation to ask for clarity if the instructions are unclear. In another world, she’d make an ideal general, but Kokomi’s glad that they don’t exist there.

Afterwards, they practice the song together a few times more before turning in for the night. At noon, they meet in front of the music hall that is shaped like a cello if one viewed it from above. An architect got creative with the design.

Entering the hall, Kokomi makes her way past the ticket booths and into the open doors leading to the auditorium. A handful of people are waiting in the seats, instruments in hand and laughing with each other as they go over game plans.

Across the stage, staff are scurrying to bring up instruments and checking the sound. As Kokomi approaches the front seats, she spots Shenhe standing in the aisle who turns and walks towards her upon sight.

“Yo.” Shenhe waves airily. “Sara told me to confirm your band name with the contest manager. I didn’t know what it was so I said we were called Kokomi and the Fish.”

Kokomi nearly feels a vein burst. “That isn’t our name!”

Shenhe shrugs. “It’s what I call us.”

Kokomi wonders if she’s too young to have a heart attack. “Okay, okay. Let’s just—“ She wrings her hands. “—don’t break anything.”

They settle into some seats near the side as the other bands go first with Kokomi’s group going last.

Sara looks at her face and then pulls her to a few rows in front of the others to talk privately. “Are you okay?”

“I’m a little nervous.” And a bit annoyed at the thought of being known as Kokomi and the Fish. Changing topics, she asks, “What do you think of everyone who is helping us?”

Sara appears to be thinking carefully about how she’d accurately described their mutual friends. “They’re all a little looney.”

Kokomi agrees. “Still, they’re—“ She looks back to see that Yae is teasing Gorou to the point of clear irritation while Itto surprisingly gets in-between them to break it up. Ei starts to pull Yae back, and Gorou starts trying to fight a losing battle of wits despite Itto’s blockage. “—they’re kind of fun. It’s interesting to see what they get up to.” Just not everyday.

Sara raises a brow. “Why do you ask?”

“I’m curious as to how you guys started hanging out. You handle life so differently from how Makoto and Ei seem to attract chaos everywhere they go.”

Sara snorts, “Ei was relatively normal until she met Yae. The force of those two together is like two supercharged powder kegs waiting for sparks.”

Kokomi would argue that Ei always seems a bit quirky herself and that people attract those who are alike. However, Sara seems to have more to say so she quickly files away the thought. “Go on.”

Sara picks at something on her sleeve before sighing, “I told you that I was a military kid up until my father retired when I was high school, right? Well, turns out that being uprooted a dozen times from school as we were stationed around Tevyat did nothing to help me develop the social skills I needed to make real friends.”

She briefly looks miserable, and Kokomi squeezes her hand. Smiling at the contact, Sara shakes off the mood before continuing. “I met Makoto and Ei at a horseback riding class after school. It was a bit of a far drive for me, but my mother insisted since she read that taking care of horses was good for calming people down and getting them to open up.

“Makoto and Ei were just starting while I had been riding for a few months. Makoto kept falling off of her horse, and Ei was laughing her head off as Makoto kept trying to hop back on while looking silly. They looked like fun people,” Sara said softly, glancing away. “I didn’t know how to approach them, but when Makoto came over to say hi, I barked at her that her shoes were inappropriate for riding. I realized what I had done, and I was so embarrassed when I saw how taken back she was. I felt worse when I noticed that Ei was carefully watching me the whole time.”

She looks at her hands. “I love my father, but he was a strict man and I had picked it up. My standards were often too high for other kids in my classes, and it drove them away. Not that I cared for most of them, but it got to be really lonely after a while.

“After I was rude to Makoto, Ei came up to me and casually asked if I would like to race.” Sara smiles and shakes her head. “I thought she was going to beat me up or something, but I took on the challenge because I thought she was being arrogant. The thing I didn’t realize is that Ei is ridiculously gifted athletically. She’ll look like a goof at first when she’s puzzling out how to do something and then blow past you after she figures out the optimal way to do something in a couple of tries.”

“To make the story short, she kicked my ass at racing before coming back around and asking why I was so mean to her sister when it was undeserved. I apologized, explaining that I was just bad with people and that…I didn’t know how to be a friend. A good one. One that people like and want around.

“I asked Ei to help me change my personality to be nicer, and she—“ Sara looks up. “—she just laughed and told me that she liked me the way I was. She just wanted me to say sorry to Makoto and to come over when they showed up for class. They would like to know me better.

“She was the first one who said that to me. Makoto agreed afterwards when she caught up to us, and I apologized.” Sara gazes at her hands. “I’m beyond grateful that Ei and Makoto took a chance to get to know me. They were the first real friends I’ve had.”

Ah. “And that’s why you’re so loyal to them in the face of all of this…” Kokomi makes a gesture to indicate the snark war behind them from Makoto and Yae going at it. “You feel like you owe them.”

“We had that discussion too. Neither of them feel like they’re owed anything, which makes me like them even more.” Sara shakes her head. “I consider them my friends—my idiot friends but friends nonetheless. They have my back, and I have theirs…provided that what they’re currently doing is legal and ethical.”

Kokomi smiles. “You’re so loyal. That’s one of the things I like so much about you.” She reaches out to squeeze Sara’s hand, and Sara reddens. “Among other things.”

Shenhe bellows behind them, “Get a room, you two!” before Ei quickly pulls her away.

Kokomi sighs and withdraws her hand. “This is why we can’t have nice things.”

The stage hand runs up to them, “Kokomi and the Fish, you have ten minutes to set up.”

Sara nods at her. “Let’s go kick ass.”

They hop on stage with Makoto out in front and Yae doing some sort of conducting. Makoto is a natural showsperson and steals the spotlight easily as she dances across stage, which Kokomi doesn’t mind. She’s too focused on not sounding terribly which she thinks they achieved when they finish their song, hearing applause between polite and mildly interested.

The announcer comes on stage, all bright smiles. “Okay, thank you for this last act! Miss Chirusato has evaluated all of the bands, and she said they’re all good. Participation books for everyone!”

Kokomi’s jaw drops. “Then, why did she make us go through all the trouble of rehearsing and performing for her?”

The announcer shrugs. “Because she’s a writer, and she does what she wants. They’re a strange bunch.”

Shenhe rubs her chin in thought. “Perhaps, I should be a writer.”

Itto shoves her. “No fair! I saw that career first.”

Gorou interrupts, “Actually, I—“

The announcer taps her headset, hearing something. “Oh, actually. It sounds like Miss Chirusato wants to come on and congratulate you all personally—“

For some reason, Yae’s aunt pops onto the stage. “Hey, all. It’s me, Lady Hana Chirusato!”

Kokomi gapes. “You? But…you’re Miss Saiguu, and Miss Chirusato writes such thought-provoking pieces about the social problems that we face in a sci-fi context! You write…”

“The good stuff, I know.” Saiguu waves off the comment. “Back twenty years ago, I wrote some fancy, smart novels when I first started out under a pen name because I wanted to write something meaningful until I realized SEX SELLS. Speaking of which…”

A stagehand runs up with the latest copy of her raunchy adult activity guide.

Saiguu grabs it, signing it rapidly. “To Fish Girl, never stop dreaming and humping. Signed, your hot favourite writer Saiguu.”

She shoves the book into Kokomi’s hands who clutches at it. “Well, who’s next?”

The rest of the contestants come up, pretty interested, and Saiguu is lapping up the attention as she yaps on about the inspiration and research she found for her work.

Kokomi flips through the book she’s received and goes silent as the group shuffle and work together to take down their set. After moving the drums and instruments offstage, Sara comes up to her, rubbing her shoulder. “You okay?”

“Yeah, just processing everything that happened tonight.”

“Understandable.” Sara looks around. “I learned that we can be a much more coordinated group when we need to be than I thought.

Kokomi nods. “And I learned to never meet my favourite authors.”

Sara eyes Saiguu who bursts out laughing at some bawdy joke she made herself. “Agreed.”

She rubs Kokomi’s back briefly before going back to herd the others who are fighting about the best way to pack everything.

Shenhe comes up to Kokomi who finishes reflecting on her experiences. “Yo, you okay?”

Kokomi blinks. “Shouldn’t you be helping?”

Shenhe jerks her thumb behind her. “Your girlfriend kicked me out and told me to stop egging Ei on. I only asked if she could take on Itto if he doesn’t grapple her.”

“Yeah, Sara is level-headed like that. I can always count on her.”

“That’s exciting to you?” Shenhe sighs as she watches Sara corral the others out in short, barking commands. “Man, you guys are pretty boring, you know.”

Kokomi watches Sara glance back at her and smile, the expression lighting up her pretty face. A warmth fills her chest when she thinks of how Sara would come back to her dorm to chat and check in with Kokomi as she always does. Alone and in peace.

She smiles back, setting her new book aside in her bag. “That’s all right. I’m okay with boring.”


Notes for the Chapter:
Absolutely baffling to see how normal Kokomi’s and Sara’s relationship is.






16. Side Story: Itto x Gorou

Summary for the Chapter:
Itto is being Itto and being very confused about Gorou.


Notes for the Chapter:Hi all, this chapter is from Itto’s perspective. I could not write this the way I envisioned unless my meds wore off because…you’ll see. Comedy from here.

Thanks to Halifax for her feedback and commentary (“This poor soul…”) as always. For those of you with Netflix, you might recognize scenes from a certain trending show, and, yes, it was awesome.





There Itto was, planning how hanging with Gorou would go and wondering which beach has the prettiest scenic view, when his phone goes off with the reviews of his new book.

Itto snatches up his device, devouring all the comments that have popped up, only to be confused by why so many think the writing is a parody of bad dating books.

He scans through some of the reviews, flabbergasted at how hilarious people found the obsession with cheese.

Wha—Itto likes cheese! Chicks like cheese! Everyone is a fan! Why can’t these stupid critics understand his genius?

Alas, it is his fate to be misunderstood as a writer.

Hey, maybe he can put this into writing.

Musing over how Gorou could translate this thought for him, he bumps into Yae heading out of Ei’s dorm. He waves her down, and Yae pauses like she’s taking a moment to think over whether she wants to acknowledge him. “Heeey, visiting your girl? I get it. I’m off to visit Gorou, my bro.”

Yae eyes him for a bit before walking over. “Speaking of which, I didn’t get a chance to touch on my observations the night we went out to that club.” She tilts her head. “Did you notice anything?”

“Yeah! Gorou kicked ass, huh? I didn’t realize he was so good with his hips…” he trails off dreamily.

“Uh…huh. You didn’t recognize anything different about yourself that night? Feeling more confused than usual?”

“Yeah, but—“ Itto feels his neck and face go warm. “—it’s easy to get like that when you’re around pretty dancers like that. I’m just a hot-blooded male after all that’s completely into women and women-looking performers.”

Yae sighs, “Oh, Itto.”

“Oh! Change of topic. Wanted to ask you something while you’re here.” He squints at his phone. “I’m checking reviews of the restaurants around here to see what Gorou might like. Spaghetti? Sushi?” He rubs his chin. “Wait, are sandwiches romantic enough, or do I need something else? Asking in a totally platonic way.”

“Oh, for gods’ sake, Itto. I can’t watch this anymore!” Yae throws her hands up. “Just ask him out already! Even Ei isn’t this bad.”

“Why would I ask Gorou out?”

“Because you’re clearly attracted to him!”

“WHAT? Whoa!” Itto points dramatically. “I don’t like your implications! I am 100% mucho heterosexual! There’s no way I’d swing any other way but into lady land! In fact, I’ll prove it! I’ll—“ He searches his brain. “—I’ll make you some cabinets! That’s completely a straight thing to do!”

He runs off before he can hear anything else, buying a ton of pine sheets, nails, and a hammer and dragging it back to the frat house where he and his gang live. Shinobu is watching something on her phone when he dumps all of the items on the floor. She turns, raising an eyebrow. “What the Abyss are you doing?”

“I’m—“ He jabs himself in the chest with his thumb. “—making a cabinet.”

“Do you know how?”

…

Half an hour of work later into one ugly, nail-filled doorstop, Itto realizes that he has no idea how to make one.

A few hours later, Shinobu presents their efforts to Yae at an empty room at the student union building.

She bows slightly and gestures to the furniture. “Here are the cabinets I fixed for Itto.”

“Oh? He didn’t make it himself? That’s a shame. I was going to give him this sticker I made as a reward.” Yae holds up a bright blue and white circle with the words “Itto’s Heterosexuality” across the front. “I guess you deserve this then.”

“Hey, that’s mine!” Itto dives for the sticker, which Shinobu quickly snatches away. “Give it!”

“Nope. I earned this.” Shinobu affixes to her jacket. “Think it looks good on me.”

Yae asks, “Would you like one of your own that says ‘Shinobu’s heterosexuality’?”

“Nah, dropped that a long time ago.” She raises a brow. “Got anything else like this?”

Yae hands over a couple of buttons that say, “Itto’s Dignity” and “Itto’s Self-Respect”, which Shinobu quickly pockets. “Probably safer in your hands, my dear.”

Itto throws up his hands. “Heck with this! I’ll just go over to Gorou’s.”

Yae hums. “With that attitude, I’m also giving you this, Shinobu.” She hands her a piece of paper that says ‘Itto’s Game.’ “Seems like he won’t be using it.”

Bah, whatever. Yae is a strange one. Crazy hot though but kind of crazy too. She went well with Ei who is a bit odd herself—crazy-hot in the sense that she looks like she might strike you down if you deeply cross her. Itto’s glad both of them have each other, but he prefers a girl like Miss Hina, who you could happily take home to your mother and know it’s gonna turn out well.

Well, Miss Hina isn’t real, but Gorou comes close and—

Itto’s brain promptly deletes the thought. He shrugs and heads over to an older dorm. By the time he reaches Gorou’s room, he promptly breaks the doorknob by yanking it too hard. “Whoops, sorry. Guess the grip was a bit much for the old dingle-dangle.”

“Oh, c‘mon! It’s gonna take ages to fix that!” Gorou tugs at his hair in frustration. “The maintenance people in this building take forever to respond.”

“Hey, it’s cool.” Itto holds his hands up. “I know someone who’s pretty handy with putting together and fixing stuff. I’ll ask her for you.”

Gorou rubs at his face before he sighs. “Okay, let me give the maintenance people a shot first before I ask your friend. Sorry, today’s just been a weird day. I mean, look at this. I just got it from Yae.”

Gorou holds up what looks like a homemade card, puzzled. “It just says, ‘Itto’s Heterosexuality’ and was addressed to me.”

Itto snatches it out of his hands. “Oh, you know Yae. Such a prankster. Probably meant it as some weird abstract art joke or something.” What does Yae study again? “Anyway, did you get my text about dinner tonight?”

Itto and Gorou head out to get food while Itto quietly worries if submarine sandwiches are romantic enough. As Itto finishes his meatball sub, he glances over to Gorou quietly munching on his cold cuts, deep in thought.

The quiet unnerves Itto whose mouth starts chattering before his brain could come online to filter. “So, uh…what kind of girls do you like? Blonde? Smart? 6’4” footballer on an athletic scholarship? C’mon, let me help you hook up with someone.”

“I’m…” Gorou rubs the back of his nape, pausing. “Well, I do like being able to have intelligent conversations with my dates.”

Phew! Thank gods that Itto has a whopper of an IQ that he just proved. Not that it applies in this situation, right?

Gorou stares at him strangely. “You said that out loud.”

Ah, yes. Shinobu did mention that Itto does that from time to time. “Man, you’re going to have the smartest conversations. You’re a good-looking dude, y’know? And I mean that in a totally platonic way. The chicks are probably waiting to crawl all over you.”

Gorou hunches his shoulders. “I’m…not really looking for women right now. Kind of going through some things.”

“Whoa, you okay? Do you need something from me? Like…” Itto struggles to come up with something. “…lifting some weights? That always makes me feel good. Also, there’s some eye-candy there that might make you feel better.”

Not to mention that Itto would consider himself delicious eye-candy in his own right though he isn’t sure why he’s thinking about that in this context.

Shaking his head, Gorou hops up from the stone wall they are sitting on. “I’m good.” Tucking his chin down and his hands into his pockets, he walks off, leaving Itto and his two sandwiches behind. “Thanks, Itto.”

Huh, whatever is happening with his buddy seems serious. Itto better get the advice of an expert.

He catches Yae out for a walk near her dorm, looking for her since Shinobu’s out with her new skateboard buddy that Itto introduced her to, and Yae seems better than Ei at relationship stuff despite all that Fox Whisperer biz she has going on.

Yae rubs the bridge of her nose. “I was looking forward to some solitude.”

“Oh, hey. I’ll join you on your solitude walk.” He easily falls in step beside her, shortening his strides to match hers. “Just really need your thoughts on something since you might be smarter than me about this.”

“Well, that might be a low bar you’re referring to, but you’ve got my attention. What’s going on?”

“Well, it’s Gorou. He—“ Itto runs his hand through his fabulous hair. “—he looks like something is on his mind, and it’s bothering him a lot. Man, I wish I knew what to do.”

“Just listen and meet him where he’s at emotionally.” Yae sighs, “You’re an idiot.”

“Hey, while you’re allowed to have your own opinion, I respectfully disagree.” Itto thinks hard. “In fact, I will show you why I’m right.”

The next day at the gym, he challenges Ei to an IQ contest.

“What the heck is an IQ contest?” Ei looks exasperated as she finishes racking her free weights. “You mean an IQ test?”

“Ha, tests are for nerds! We’re going for the practical application of IQ!” He clenches his fist. “In sports!”

Ei says no. Also, says no the next thirteen times too. She finally throws up her hands and agrees after the thirtieth time when Itto shows up at her door with a carton of handmade chocolates that he convinced Shinobu to make.

“Ha! Be prepared to taste defeat!” Itto practically skips away, thinking of all of the challenges they could do together.

After running a few of his ideas through Shinobu who modifies them and changes them to be less dangerous and “stupid”, as she put it, Itto sends Ei a text, informing her when and where the challenge would be. He smiles, knowing that he saved a super big brain idea from Shinobu, which he has in his back pocket if things don’t go to plan.

He goes to bed, giddy as a schoolgirl and feeling fairly certain that he’s forgotten something important.

Ah, whatever. It can wait.

The next morning, he and Shinobu borrow an empty warehouse from the university maintenance department to set up the challenges.

Ei arrives promptly at noon with Yae in tow. She looks around the cleared off area, nodding when she sees several long ropes hanging from the ceiling with mats underneath as well as a loaded up sled. “I’m curious to see what you have for me.”

“Only the best that will rock your world!” Itto points to the sled, loading with over 1300 pounds worth of plates. “First off is the sled push from one side of the warehouse to the other, running about 100 feet. Person with the fastest time wins! I’ll go first!”

He bounces over while Ei shrugs and warms up, curiously looking around the place the entire time.

As he lines up with his hands on the handles, Shinobu sighs, pulling out the referee whistle he insisted she blow in order to make it feel more real. Once she does, Itto puts his head down and starts pushing from his legs. Grunting, he manages to move it 15 feet within 45 seconds before realizing that 100 is a long way off.

No biggie. As long as he finishes, he expects that he will win with his time since Ei would surely have a harder time pushing than him.

A few minutes later of non stop pushing, Itto finishes on the other side of the gym, grabbing his favourite protein shake as he nearly collapses into the nearest wall. “It wasn’t bad.”

Shinobu eyes him. “Feeling all right? I’ve seen a couple of your teammates pass out immediately after pushing this much.”

“Yup.” Itto flexes. “No biggie for the Itto-Man.” Heh, he could be his own superhero. “Anyway, time to see if my competitor can beat that?”

Ei looks around the warehouse. “Can I use anything here?”

“Well, yeah, but it’s not gonna help in this muscle IQ contest!”

She ignores him, going around while her timer is going and picking up what looks like ropes and little wheelie things that she loops the ropes around—

“Pulleys,” Yae says, exasperated. “You’re talking out loud.”

Oh, yeah. That thing. Anyway, not like it’s going to help so Itto doesn’t understand why Ei sets up a complex chain of pulleys, looping the ropes around the wheelies and setting them up across the warehouse.

After she finishes, she nods in satisfaction, picks up the rope she connects everything to and starts hauling—wait, why is it going easier for her than expected?

Shinobu shakes her head at his expression. “She made a compound pulley system that reduces the amount of force she needs to move the sled by a fraction of yours.”

“What? But that’s—“ Itto splutters. “—witchcraft!”

Shinobu rolls her eyes. “You mean physics. You use those laws when you play football too.”

“Yeah, but football laws don’t apply to hauling huge sled laws!”

Shinobu replies, “This is why you’re on an athletic scholarship.”

Ei makes it across with what looks like noticeably less effort, beating Itto by half a minute. She points at the sled. “I won.”

“No fair! We didn’t agree on using the laws of physics!” Itto’s face heats up. “We have to try another game! Best two out of three!”

Ei shrugs. “Sure. Why not?”

After taking half an hour to rest, he introduces the next challenge, which is to do a 25 foot rope climb and last as long as possible at the top.

He swings his rope excitedly as Ei studies her own cord. “You’re going to see a champ at work.”

As they get ready, Shinobu blows a whistle to signal to start, and Itto explodes from the bottom. He crawls up the rope in a huge burst of energy while Ei takes her time to methodically follow.

Once he reaches the top, he belts out a victory call, “Yes, I won! See who is the best.”

Shinobu points out. “Idiot, you made this an endurance game, not a speed one. The winner is whoever holds onto the rope the longest.”

Oh, right. Itto did do that. Well, whatever. He’s still stronger than Ei who finally pulls herself up to the top and—wait, what is she doing?

Ei anchors the rope between her feet, sitting with her feet pinching the rope like she’s trying to do a groin stretch. Somehow, she manages to hang onto the rope with one arm completely straight while shaking out the other. She looks relaxed unlike Itto whose biceps are starting to tremble.

She looks at him and, Itto swears, gets to as close to smirking as he’s ever seen her. “May the best athlete win.”

Five minutes later, Itto literally feels his victory slipping out of his hands as he loses his grip on the rope. Both of them are sliding down, but Itto is expending a lot more energy than Ei who somehow has settled into a sitting position on top of her feet. He’s also falling faster, and within a few breaths, he lands on the gym mat as his muscles give out.

Ei slides down elegantly, dropping almost daintily on her feet. “This is actually starting to be kind of fun.”

Yae eyes the sweat shining on her biceps and along her back. “I’ll say. Maybe I’ll need to join you on your workouts more,” she suggests to Ei whose face lights up.

“Just you wait,” Itto pants. “I still got my trump card. Just…give me ten minutes or so.”

“Hmm…” Shinobu checks her watch. “I gotta duck out for a bit. See you guys when I get back.”

Itto absentmindedly waves to her without looking as he chugs down several sports drinks.

Ten minutes later, he’s bouncing off the walls again. “Moving on, we’re going to do the final and most awesome challenge of today. The big IQ test of them all.”

He rolls out two gigantic boulders onto the gym mats. “Ta da!”

Ei eyes the scene. “…what exactly are we doing?”

“We’ll hold up this rock! Whoever does it the longest wins!” Itto hauls up the 100 lb boulder, placing it on his right shoulder. “Start!”

Ei looks at him before glancing down at the load at her feet. She shrugs. “I give up.”

“Ha ha, I won one! Itto is the greatest!”

He starts to put down his burden when Yae interrupts him. “Wait, how long can you hold it up for?” There’s a glint in her eyes. “I bet the answer would support your claim for your sexuality.”

Two hours later, Itto is still standing with the weight on him.

Shinobu pops by the building’s open door. “I’m surprised that you guys are still going.” She eyes him gripping the boulder. “Okay, what idiocy is going on now?”

Yae shrugs. “He’s holding up the weight of his denial.”

Itto grunts, sweating and shaking. “I. Am. So. Heterosexual.”

Ei yawns, checking her watch. “It’s been hours. We get it. Don’t you have somewhere else to be?”

“Nope. Oh, wait.” He lets the boulder roll off of his shoulder, and it lands with a loud thud on the mat. “I wanted to swing by Gorou’s to talk about our book review. Stupid rock!” He kicks it, and it rolls slightly. “Gotta go!”

He darts out of the gym before anyone else can say anything to him, making his way to Gorou’s dorm in no time. “Bro is going to have some good ideas about the book. Maybe he’ll write another one with me.”

Itto daydreams about more writing sessions with Gorou, the slight furrow of his brows as he considers the right way to phrase something, the way Gorou’s whole body seems to focus on Itto whenever the latter needs to be listened to. Gorou always seems to be so considerate and thoughtful with him. It makes Itto feel all warm and strange and like he would really like to see Gorou more in a different setting—

NO, GO AWAY, GAY THOUGHTS!

Reaching the right floor after bouncing up the stairs, Itto bangs against Gorou’s door. “Hey, buddy! I have the reviews for our book! Wanna see?”

He turns the doorknob without waiting for a response, forgetting that Gorou’s doorknob is still broken from the last time he yanked it a couple of days ago. “I’m coming iiiiiiiin.”

“No!” Gorou shoots back. “Come back l—“

Itto smacks the door open, stopping when he sees Gorou dropping a tube of lipstick in front of a desk mirror.

Gorou freezes, caught with a dress pulled down to his waist as he hastily tries to take it off. “This isn’t what it looks like!”

“Uh…so…” Itto automatically closes the door behind him, mind rebooting itself. “What is a guy in a dress supposed to look like?”

“…uh…okay, maybe it is exactly what you’re thinking.” Gorou sits down on his bed, hands on his face. “I have a problem. Ever since that night I won that race, I keep getting the urge to do it again. Stupid drag contest!”

“Y-yeah, it’s all its fault! It made you all sexy and junk!” Itto clears his throat. “So, uh…what are you planning to do about it?”

“I don’t know.” Gorou sits on his bed with his head hanging, deflated. “I’m still trying to figure out what’s going on.”

To Itto’s surprise, Gorou begins crying softly, and Itto’s instincts kick in automatically. “Hey, bro, it’s okay. It’s weird and scary to not know what’s happening.”

He lands beside him, wrapping an arm around Gorou’s shoulders. “You’re trying to figure stuff out, and everything’s confusing. I feel like that all the time!”

When Gorou starts crying harder, Itto squeezes him in a half-hug. “Buddy, it’s okay. We’re friends. No matter what you’re going through, I’ll always have your back. You’re a great guy, Gorou. You’re, like, smart and junk! Even more than me! Whatever you’re going through will pass, and you’ll be back kicking ass at writing again.”

“But what if it doesn’t?” Gorou runs a hand through his hair. “What if this changes me?”

“So, what? Even if it does, I would still like you.” Itto thumps his chest. “I’d even write a second book with you. Maybe a big brain genre like you originally wanted.”

“A social commentary piece? I would love to see you try to write that,” Gorou snorts softly before going quiet, wiping at his tears. “I might have to find some support and info for this. I’m still really confused about what this all means, but…I’m glad to have your acceptance, no matter how things may turn out.”

And Itto’s heart softens. “Buddy, you’ll always have my love for who you are. That’s not conditional. I care for you the way you are, no matter how much you might change. You are always going to be you, and I like you. Period.”

Gorou stares, searching Itto’s face for something before he glances down and smiles. “That was kind of you to say.”

After a moment of silence, he reaches up to squeeze Itto back in a half-hug. “Thanks, Itto. I appreciate that.” He leans forward, looking relaxed. “I wouldn’t mind grabbing that dinner with you sometime.”

Itto’s chest feels like something inside just did a backflip. “O-oh, yeah? Totally, dude. It’ll be the broiest bro date you’ll ever see.”

One corner of Gorou’s lips pulls up. “I don’t mind if it’s not.”

Itto doesn’t hear this. He’s too busy excusing himself and running out the door in celebration as he makes up a super-amazing date plan that he’s going to run by Shinobu just in case.

By the time he comes back home to the house, he finds her in the middle of setting up a gaming corner in his closet, complete with mini fridge, bean bag chair, and his handheld console. “Uh…why are you doing that?”

“Because I figured that if you’re going to stay this deep in here, you might as well entertain yourself.” Shinobu shrugs.

Itto doesn’t get it, but, hey, free snacks in his closet!

He grabs a bag of chips and sits down to boot up his favourite game. “C’mon, sit down and trade stuff with me. So, I need your brain for the bestest bro-date ever…”

Shinobu nods as he rattles off his mega list of ideas and tell him to think it over more, much to his displeasure.

The next day when he runs into Ei at the gym near the end of his workout, he’s also surprised to find Yae there too. Standing a few feet away with no sweat on her skin and her eyes glued on Ei’s ass as the latter does squats.

Itto runs up to them. “Yo buddies, can I switch in?”

“No,” Yae replies quickly. “Also, how did your talk with Gorou go?”

“Oh, it went awesome! We’re going to grab dinner soon, and—“ Itto rubs his nape, grinning madly. “—I helped him through an identity crisis kind of thing. I’m great like that.”

“Mmm…wonderful.” Yae blinks when Ei finishes her reps and takes a rest. She turns to him. “And what did you learn?”

Itto blinks. “I was supposed to learn something?”

“I don’t—“ Yae pinches the bridge of her nose. “Okay, just keep being yourself. I’m gonna stop trying.”

Sounds good to Itto!

“Now, if you excuse me, since I’m not clearly going to do squats, I’ve got a bro-date to plan.” Itto heads off, happily humming to himself as he daydreams about the flowers he’s going to get Gorou and how he’s going to react.

Life is great.


Notes for the Chapter:
Interesting thoughts: Gorou might be repressed. Yae is a troll. Shinobu is also a secret troll. Ei is just trying to do her workout routine.

Next chapters planned: Saiguu x Makoto, Shenhe






17. Side Chapter: Saiguu x Makoto

Summary for the Chapter:
How Saiguu hooked up with the smoking hot Makoto.


Notes for the Chapter:Hey all, I’ve been busy dealing with some life stuff, so I appreciate the patience of all those still following the story.

This chapter explores what Saiguu and Makoto were up to when Ei and Yae were having the miscommunication to end all miscommunications. I hope you enjoy reading!

Thank you to my beta reader Halifax for her feedback and encouragement as always!





Saiguu is in the first weeks of her fall class, teaching an idiot how to critically think when Makoto sneaks in.

The bored student holds up a tattered, second hand copy of the book they’ve been studying. “This story is so bland. These military guys literally only say goodbye when they realize that they’ll never see each other again. Where’s the subtext with the text?”

“The lack of subtext is the subtext,” Saiguu argues, and the boy rolls his eyes so she throws a paper ball at his forehead. “Why do you think the author wrote it that way? How are we supposed to empathize with the characters in order to understand this scene’s full impact? If this passage is purposefully written like this, what is the author’s intent in conveying this passage?”

The boy sighs again, and Saiguu can quickly see who’s getting a D this semester. “Anyone other than Brain Dead YouTuber over there?”

A girl in the back raises her hand, and Saiguu picks her, wondering why she looks so familiar. “For this particular scene, there is a lack of emotional description because these two men, given their harsh upbringings, have neither the ability nor the appropriate social context to fully express what they meant to one another. They fail to say what they really want to say.

“Thus, the meager dialogue between them highlights the lack of emotional connection that these two desperately want but don’t know how to achieve. They have an abundance of affection but little way to communicate it to one another so their relationship dies like a flower denied water.”

“Yes! Excellent argument and metaphor. Gold star.” Saiguu glances down at her sticker chart and curses when she realizes she’s out of that colour. “Okay, have a silver one instead.”

Plucking one up, Saiguu looks over to the student, squinting at the girl when she realizes she knows her. “Raiden Makoto? You’re not even in my class.”

“No, but I was visiting a friend nearby, and your class seemed interesting.” Makoto shrugs. “I have a thing for literature.”

Hmmm…Saiguu’s going to have to explore that comment later on. Right now, she still has a couple of minutes left on the clock. “Okay, everyone. Actually read the fucking book and come back with some ideas on how you could read the protagonist in at least 3-5 different ways. I want debates on this! I want actual discussions! If you guys give half-assed answers, I will kill you so hard that you’ll have to do your final exam through an ouija board!”

The entire class laughs, and Saiguu feels a vein throb. “I’m serious!”

The students chuckle again. Time runs out, and they stand to shuffle out to their next classes.

The blonde by the window grins at Saiguu as she packs up her bag. “Professor, you’re so funny. We love coming here because you make us laugh.”

But Saiguu was actually trying to teach! Gah!

When the last one slips out, Saiguu lets her head thump against the podium. She mutters, “No one takes me seriously.”

Makoto’s voice rings out over her. “I do…somewhat.”

Saiguu straightens up so fast, her hair flies up before coming back down to smack her in the face. Bastard. “Miss Raiden, can I help you?”

“Makoto is fine.” She smiles, all charm and beautiful teeth. “It’s been a minute so I wanted to swing by and see how you’re doing.”

Saiguu doesn’t know what that phrase about minutes means, but she files it away to research for her slang sheet. “Yeah, a full 60 minutes!”

Makoto laughs, though Saiguu isn’t sure why. “Gosh, you are a breath of fresh air. Also, I don’t think you’re supposed to threaten students.”

“Like they think I mean it,” Saiguu scoffs. “Anyway, enough about my academic woes. What are you doing here?”

Looking briefly self-conscious, Makoto tucks a strand of hair behind her ear, shifting from foot to foot. “I heard from Kokomi that you had given backstage passes to her for the Abyss Mages. That was very kind of you.”

Saiguu shrugs. “You had a point. I hope Fish Girl and Bird Friend enjoyed it.”

“They did. Their names are Kokomi and Sara, by the way.”

“Okay.” Saiguu’s brain tries to hold onto the info before promptly dropping it and wondering if she should watch that 18 minute clip she saw earlier about tacos. “So, why were you in my class?”

Makoto hums. “Well, I didn’t hear back from you after we grabbed coffee that one time or after you visited my art exhibit.”

Saiguu nods. She remembers Ei appraising her that night like she’s trying to figure out the best way to eviscerate her if Saiguu even sneezes too close to Makoto. “Well, I’ve been busy.” Yeah! Busy keeping her guts instead. Still… “Wanna grab coffee again, beautiful?”

Tilting her head, Makoto tucks a strand of dark hair behind one ear and smiles. “I was waiting for you to ask.”

Hubba, hubba.

Saiguu strolls up to the coffee shop with a fresh bouquet of flowers with no bees this time. She turns around a corner and sees her date chatting with some himbo with white-blond hair and muscles bigger than his brains.

Seeing red, Saiguu stalks over, but the himbo ends the conversation with a laugh and a slap on Makoto’s back that almost sends her flying before bouncing away. Makoto turns and sees her, waving as Saiguu nears. “There you are.”

“Who was that?” Saiguu grits her teeth. “Your boyfriend?”

“No, that was Ei’s friend.” Makoto looks thoughtful. “I don’t think he realizes that I’m not her.”

Note to self: keep a closer eye on her date. Too hot for her own good. Or too identical to her hot sister for her own good. Wait, this is a weird train of thought. Camptown ladies, sing this song, doo daa…doo daa…

Makoto waves a hand in front of her face. “You okay?”

“Yeah! Yeah.” Saiguu curses when the song in her head swings to that Can-Can dance one. “So, ready for our stroll?”

Saiguu picked Yae’s brain the night before about the best places to bring babes on campus, under the provision of some great sake, and she proudly brings Makoto down to the secluded wooden walkway above the beach.

Makoto peers out over the railing. “Hmmm…I think I was taking a walk on the beach one time when I saw Yae get frisky with a girl here.”

Gods, her niece is wrecking her game already, and she’s not even here. “Yeah, well, ho-bags gotta ho. Anyway, moving onto me—“

Makoto tilts her head, lips curling up. “So, where does Yae learn it from?”

!

Saiguu yanks the book she brought out of her bag. “I thought you would enjoy this!” She tosses the novel to Makoto to distract her from her previous line of thought. “It’s about lesbian softball but in space. That’s the fundamental premise, but it’s really about finding your place in a world where you never felt like you fully fit in.”

Makoto turns the book over. “By Hana Chirusato. Huh, I haven’t heard that name in ages.” Her eyes flick up to meet Saiguu’s. “If I recall correctly, she’d be around your age right now.”

Well, fuck Saiguu. This lady is sharp. “What a coincidence, huh?” She pretends to squint at the shoreline. “Say, is that seagull trying to drown itself?”

She isn’t fully sure that she’s thrown Makoto—especially not with that amused glimmer in her eyes—but they change topics nonetheless.

Makoto details her life growing up in the Raiden Empire—from early lessons in the family business to experiencing things such as vacationing in many beautiful areas that she later recognized were unknown to some of her university peers. “…Mom and Dad were just expecting one daughter, but when they realized they were going to have two, they were ecstatic.”

Saiguu nods. “An heir and a spare, am I right?”

“Yeah,” sighs Makoto. “Though I’m plenty grateful for all the abundance I had growing up, I just wish sometimes that I could rest from the weight I feel like I have to carry. Just…run somewhere and be like a tree or something.”

“I get that.” Saiguu thinks of the piling bills over the years when Yae was little and Saiguu was still working out how to get enough income for two. She would go over them in the early morning and clear them off the table before Yae padded downstairs with Saiguu replacing her worries with a grin and the best breakfast she could make. “Responsibility sucks. Wanna go throw rocks at the ocean to take our minds off of it?”

Makoto glances sidelong before smiling. “That sounds good.”

After climbing down a nearby staircase to the beach, it turns out Makoto couldn’t figure out how to skip a rock if her life depended on it. Not that Saiguu is much better. After her latest fist-sized rock lands with a “plunk”, Makoto rocks back on her heels, ruffling her hair and looking slightly embarrassed. “I swear Ei showed me how to do this once.”

Saiguu’s own attempt skips twice before sinking faster than her students’ sanity during midterms. “Eh, it’s okay to not be good at things that don’t matter. Don’t think you’re going to ruin a multi-million dollar deal in the future because you can’t skip rocks.”

Makoto frowns, staring out into the ocean. “I know, but every eye will be on me. They’ll always be evaluating me based on every little thing from the way I speak to the shoes I wear—“

Saiguu turns and pokes Makoto in the forehead, surprising her. “Hey, did no one ever tell you that it’s okay to be a kid and relax?”

“Ah, you—you think I’m a child?” Makoto looks slightly worried. “Someone you have to take care of?”

“S’not what I meant. You’re practically a baby in life experiences when you’re in your early twenties.”

Makoto’s eyebrows scrunch down. “I am not a baby. You’re just crotchety.”

Crotchety?! “Well, if I’m so old, you should be showing respect to me—your elder!”

She puts a hand on one hip. “Depends on if you’re acting respectable.” She looks Saiguu up and down before one corner of her mouth pulls up into a smile. “But I might want to act like something else to you.”

Saiguu opens her mouth to retort before her brain kicks in to stop her: ‘You fool! She’s hitting on you!’

‘Oh shit, she is! What should I do?”

‘Go get ice cream or something. Use money.’

‘How will that help?’

‘Money can be used for the purchase of goods and services…to help you get laid.’

Saiguu’s ears perk. Bang her bosses’ hot daughter? Does she dare live the dream?

She offers her elbow to Makoto. “My lady, shall I take you to a good gelato place nearby?”

They head up to a shop near the student union building, electing to lean against the standing tables instead of continuing their walk. Makoto picks a cherry blossom flavour that tints her scoop a light shade of pink while Saiguu opts for a matcha one.

“Huh, that’s pretty traditional.” Makoto examines her. “I would have thought you would have gone for a more unique one.”

“Some traditions are fine the way they are.” Like awesome ice cream flavours. “But yeah, others need to be updated from the old ages.”

“In that line of thinking, what criteria would you hold to evaluate what traditions are worth changing and which ones should stay the same?”

Saiguu gruffly replies, “I thought this was a date, not a student-teacher study session.”

“I’m generally just curious about how people come to their decision-making. It’s part of my job in the future.” Makoto tilts her head, smiling beautifully. “Besides, how could I resist asking someone so…spiritual?”

Saiguu puffs up. Well, when she puts it that way… “Well, it depends if the tradition is relevant and makes sense for the current generation to keep practicing it. If not, my rule of thumb is to ditch it.”

“Isn’t that oversimplifying things?”

Saiguu scoffs, “Listen, there’s no point to holding onto past things that don’t do anything but drag people backwards.”

She glances away, going quiet for a bit. “Anyway, I’ve got some emails to answer, essays to rip apart. You know, professor stuff.” When she notices Makoto studying her with concern, Saiguu tries to deflect the topic.

She rests her elbow on the counter, meeting Makoto’s eyes and trying to look suave. “Besides, I need to find a woman who’ll take a chance on a love that burns hot enough to last.”

Her date claps her hands together. “Oh, I know the song that line came from!”

…dammit! “Baby, it ain’t one when it comes from the heart.”

Awesome, swish. Nailed it.

Makoto laughs behind her hand. “I love how funny you are. I heard rumours that you’re a hilarious teacher, and I’m glad they’re true. I died just from standing here, listening to you talk.”

…SERIOUS, DAMMIT.

Wait, what does Makoto mean by she died? Is that new slang?

Saiguu makes a note to add the word to her excel sheet that she uses to keep up-to-date with her students.

“If you have to go, I wonder if a more official date could fit in your busy schedule tomorrow.”

Saiguu straightens up before she coughs and casually leans on the table. “I’m gonna have to check my calendar and get back to you.”

Makoto giggles and nods, though Saiguu isn’t sure why. She was trying to be suave. SUAVE. “Well, don’t take too long.” She lowers her eyelids, lashes dark and thick. “I might have other plans soon.”

Saiguu waits for all of twenty minutes after they part ways before madly texting that she’s free, and Makoto promptly responds with a “See you soon.”

Makoto sends a heart emoji, and Saiguu’s practically skipping back home, humming something that sounds like the wedding march.

She comes back to Yae having a pity party for herself, complete with several sake bottles. Well, Saiguu didn’t raise Yae to drown herself in sorrow by herself so…

When Saiguu wakes up the next day with a splitting hangover because she’s freaking old now, she sits up, rubbing her temples as she tries to recall if she had forgotten anything important from last night.

Saiguu runs her fingers through her hair. What was she going to do with Makoto? Something, something, establish dominance. Yeah, that’s right!

She puffs out her chest before wincing and gingerly getting out of bed to take a shower. This getting-drunk-past-40-thing is starting to suck.

She perks after several cups of coffee and an aspirin, whistling softly as she strolls to her car.

Makoto is waiting for her at their agreed-upon meeting place with one hell of an outfit. Short skirt, long legs, a form-fitting shirt showing her shoulders—yowza!

After Saiguu picks her jaw off the floor, she remembers what Yae told her about establishing dominance. As Makoto jumps into her car, Saiguu raises her hand, and the impact upon that sweet, supple ass could make a chorus of angels sing. Or just Saiguu.

She cackles, savouring that memory, as they turn around a corner…only for Makoto to stop her and ask to be dropped off. “What’s the deal?”

Makoto hops out of the car, smoothing out her mini-skirt. “I don’t appreciate the slap on my butt at this level of our relationship.”

Saiguu’s jaw drops again but for a different reason. “Oh, c’mon! All the women that I took out loved that!” She gestures at Makoto’s outfit. “And how could I not when you look like that?”

Makoto grimaces. “Regardless of my poor judgment in following my roommate’s advice about what to wear today, it doesn’t give you the right to ignore my boundaries.” She turns, looking over her shoulder. “Goodbye, Miss Saiguu. If we ever have another date in the future, I hope it goes much better.”

She starts walking away, and Saiguu nearly falls out of her car, trying to stop her. “Wait! I’m sorry I did that! Really!” She gets out. “I…I’ll drive you over to your place, and you can get changed. Just…can we continue? Please?”

Wow, Saiguu’s never had to beg like this in her life.

Makoto examines her briefly before nodding and coming back. “That would be much appreciated.”

Saiguu drives Makoto back to her dorm, waiting in the car below for a few minutes before Makoto comes back in a pair of dark jeans. “So…what do you want to do now?”

“Let’s continue on with our plans.” Makoto nods, getting into the car. “What did you have in mind?”

“Well, my friends and I used to hang out at the discotheque when I went to university.”

“What the heck is a discotheque?”

…moving onto plan B.

They drive off campus to a well-known hiking trail, relatively easy for beginners with a small line of shops at the start of the path.

Makoto offers to get them both drinks from the local cafe, and Saiguu accepts, waiting outside and responding to her various contacts who all reply that they haven’t seen neither hide nor hair of Venti from Mondstadt.

Muttering, she peers through the huge windows into the interior of the store where Makoto seems to be waiting by the drinks counter.

A crowd of loud boys spot Makoto by herself, and a couple of them budge a cocky-looking idiot who swaggers over with his damn baseball cap backwards on his head. What the hell is this? Twenty years ago?

He swaggers up to her, leans over to put his elbow on the granite corner even as she spots Makoto internally sighing. “Hey there, is your name Wi-fi? Because we have a connection.”

Saiguu can see the baristas nearby quietly groaning. Makoto smiles politely and shakes her head. “Sorry, I’m already here with someone.” She turns away, but the guy catches her shoulder. Saiguu could see her tense from outside. “Did you have something else you want to discuss?”

“Whoa, baby, you’re playing hard to get, and it’s cool.” He flashes something that is supposed to look like a charming smile. “But I’m also okay if you’re easy.”

Saiguu considers whether she can get away with a sucker punch from this distance when she sees Makoto sigh and shake her head. She crosses her arms and decides to wait instead, something about the set of Makoto’s shoulders telling her that Saiguu should pray for the grinning idiot instead.

Makoto removes his hand from her, nearly throwing it off. “I think you’re in serious need of an education about consent before you get hit with a sexual assault charge. I’m not interested in anything you have, and this is not someone playing coy. This is someone turning you down in every way, because unlike you and your friends, I have standards.”

His group of friends jeer at her words, and the kid bristles, smile turning mean. He sneers, “All girls like you just want a guy’s money.”

Saiguu’s eyebrows nearly shoot into her hairline. Does this kid not know who Makoto is? Her trust fund is larger than his family’s total income and their property value of…EVERYTHING.

Makoto continues to ignore him, drumming her fingers on the counter as the barista starts on her order.

The guy grows irritated, taking out his wallet and holding out a wad of bills that is probably the equivalent of Makoto dropping a penny into a wishing well. “Got your attention? I’d give you a twenty so you can service me and—“

The barista scoffs as he leans over the counter, “Where did an idiot like you get that money when you’re flunking out of your classes and jeopardizing your scholarship from rampart partying? Selling something illicit on the side because that’s the brightest future you have?”

The boy snarls, turning. “Fuck off, Heizou!”

Heizou opens to speak again when Makoto raises her hand. He nods and silently slides her drinks over as Makoto takes a breath.

She smiles. “Do you honestly think you have anything close to what I have? And I’m not talking about net value.”

The boy’s hand trembles before he yanks his cash away, and he straightens. “No, because you just have to spread your legs and—“

“I’m not the one bending over nightly, paying campus security so college frat boys could blow their money on me for a fun time.” Makoto lowers her eyelashes. “Sorry, we’re still talking about drugs, right?”

The coffee shop ooo’s at her retort while the boy turns bright red. While he struggles to say something, caught off-guard by her sharpness, Makoto shrugs. “Good luck with your future career prospects if this is the best you can come up with.”

She starts to walk away. “And I know I’m not going to be the one who has to beg my parents to let me move back in so I can be a loser playing video games in their basement.”

The boy turns red, snarling, “You’re such a bitch.”

Makoto doesn’t look back. “At least I’m a rich bitch with a future job.”

Saiguu guffaws when she spots the kid’s jaw hangs open, and Makoto strides out the door, drinks in hand. “Gods, you have a sharp tongue when you’re pissed off. I like it!”

Makot shrugs elegantly, looking unruffled if not a bit contrite as she hands over Saiguu’s order. “Sorry, you had to see that.”

“I’m not!” Saiguu mentally records what she saw so she can replicate it in a chapter somewhere. “I think the kid’s still trying to find his balls after you booted them straight to Snezhnaya.”

Makoto snorts before glancing sidelong. “You didn’t step in.”

“Yeah, I thought you could handle yourself.” And how!

“…thanks.” Her date briefly looks down. “Ei would have intervened in a heartbeat.”

“She’s your sister. We’re all a little protective of family.” She shrugs before offering her arm. “Shall we go for our date, my lady?”

The hike kicks Saiguu’s ass. Makoto is thrilled by the colourful bursts of autumn leaves above them while Saiguu eyes each log they walk over in case sprained ankles might occur on some middle-aged legs.

Once they reach the end of the trail, it opens up into a view of the ocean. A thick, weathered fence stands guard on the edge of the plateau, stopping them from falling down the cliff side into the water below.

Saiguu sighs as she leans onto the fence, mostly because her feet hurt. “How’s the view?”

“Gorgeous.” Makoto glances at her, smiling. “I’m glad to be at a nice place that hasn’t been touched by one of Yae’s …dates.” She hums. “Your niece had quite the reputation around campus.”

Saiguu puffs out her chest in pride. “Yeah, well, I was quite the ho-bag myself in my younger days.”

“Just your younger days?” Makot raises an eyebrow. “Are you saying that you’ve slowed down now?”

Saiguu hasn’t been with someone since…well, not counting Ying’er. “Eh, we all gotta pass the torch sometime. So, speaking of, when are you set to inherit your parents’ company and their sexy spiritual advisor?”

Makoto looks thoughtful, placing a finger on her lip. “Well, that’s still a bit hush-hush since Dad wants to see how I intern first, but as for that alluring advisor….”

Saiguu and Makoto go back and forth for a bit, enjoying the warmth of the autumn sun before them and the easy banter between them. Makoto has a particularly pretty laugh when she finds something amusing, strangely different from how Ei does the handful of times Saiguu has heard her. It sounds lighter, more wistful. Like the girl is holding in a sigh for something more.

Saiguu is about to ask about it when Makoto turns the topic to writing instead. “Have you written fiction before?”

“I…have. In bygone years anyway.”

“That’s so cool! How do you start a book anyway? Do you have a plot you sketch out? How do you begin creating characters that seem believable?”

Saiguu thinks over her questions and shrugs. “Usually, it starts with some idea that hooks me, and I can’t stop thinking about how to expand it. For my first couple of books, I was wondering about the logistics people would have to make if we were to immigrate and move to space while separating ourselves from the world we knew. What does that do to us physically, emotionally, and morally?”

She taps her fingers on the fence, going deep into thought. “The most important part, for me, is to nail down the world that the characters exist in. If you can clarify the economic, social, political, and environmental systems they have to deal with, figuring the conflict they have to face and the kind of people they are follows a lot easier.”

“That sounds very complex. Do you need to do a lot of rewrites to get the story you want?”

Ruffling her hair, Saiguu frowns. “Every writer is different, and I know not everyone is like me. Some do multiple revisions, some follow a huge complicated chart and track out each step of their character’s journey from when they took their first crap to when they save their metaphorical world. When I write, my first draft is my final draft minus minor editing like spelling and grammar.”

“Which means?”

“That I write exactly what I intended to say the first time around, which isn’t how everyone writes.” Saiguu taps her temples. “Thanks to ‘no filter brain’ here.”

Makoto laughs, though Saiguu isn’t intending to be funny. She rolls with it. “You’re so full of surprises.”

“Yup, that’s me, baby.”

“You clearly are experienced in your craft of writing fiction. Why the switch to dating and sex guides?”

“Ah, well that—“ Saiguu falters before mustering up some bravado and shrugging. “As a young writer in my 20s, I would be fine living on instant ramen and cheap curry, but the kid I picked up needed real food. Hence, I needed to switch to something that would bring in more money.”

“Ah. Hence, your motto of sex sells.”

“Sure does.” Saiguu looks out over the ocean. “You have to do what you have to do.”

Makoto startles her by reaching out and squeezing her arm. “It sounds like you made some sacrifices for Yae. Necessary ones. For all it is worth, I think you made some very responsible choices, despite your own path, and I think she’s better off with you as her mother figure than where she came from.”

Saiguu ducks her head. “I’m just her aunt. Too young to be a mama.”

Makoto hums though she doesn’t add anything else. She leans into Saiguu’s shoulder. “Are you okay with Ei dating Yae then?”

From the little time Saiguu’s known her, she can conclude that Ei was 1) not a total moron, and 2) not a skank. Plus, Saiguu always prided herself on being really good at reading people’s energies. Ei has a good vibe about her, even if she’s a bit slow on the social cues uptake. “Yup, fine with me. Kid has set the bar pretty low, to be honest.”

Snorting, Makoto looks away. “You know…I was briefly tempted to ask her out when I first saw her in our lit class before my better judgment got a hold of me.”

“She’d probably have said yes if you directly asked her to go to bed. Kid was easier than second-grade mathematics.” Saiguu shakes her head. “My influence, I’m sure.”

“Yae is an adult and thus makes her choices.” Makoto squeezes her wrist. “You know you’re not responsible for what she does or doesn’t do right? You’re not her guardian anymore.”

Saiguu’s brows furrow. She frowns and opens her mouth when Makoto’s phone pings.

Makoto pulls out her device, promptly going pale when she reads the text. “Oh, Ei saw you picking me up.” She continues reading. “And she’s demanding an explanation. I rarely say this, but it seems fitting.”

She closes her eyes and exhales. “Shit.”

Saiguu quickly thinks through her options. “Want me to take her out with a pipe to the knee?”

“No, no. I’ll just invite her over and calmly explain the situation,” Makoto says, hands shaking as she messages Ei back.

A day later, Makoto slumps into Saiguu’s shoulder as they take a break from their walk together. “Ei’s as mad as I’ve ever seen her.”

“The pipe is still an option.”

“No pipes!” Makoto looks firm before sighing, “Ei still needs her knees.”

“You think she’s gonna come around soon?”

Biting her lip, Makoto glances to the side, pretty fringe falling into her eyes. “Ei can hold a grudge for…”

“…a while?”

“…forever. Maybe Yae can talk her out of this.”

The kid couldn’t even talk herself into showering everyday at this point. “Well, while our loved ones are being complete morons, let’s just focus on us having a good time together, shall we?”

Makoto smiles.

They end up spending far more time over the next week together, whether it is Saiguu visiting more of Makoto’s art exhibits and dance performances or Makoto dropping by Saiguu’s office. The latter would frequently be cursing over a stupid pile of papers she has to mark while Makoto pats her shoulder in commiseration before hopping in a comfy leather chair and reading a book from Saiguu’s bookshelf.

The fact that Makoto interrupts every once in a while to ask a question about the novel’s theme, character motivation, or literary inspiration is what saves Saiguu from going insane with boredom. Saiguu likes to think that it’s her ability to crack random jokes so funny that Makoto has to wipe away tears from laughter that keeps the pretty student coming around.

Not that Makoto doesn’t have a sassy sense of humour herself.

Once when Saiguu was heading home from classes, she tried to text a pick-up line to impress her: “U. R. A. Q. T. Is your dad a dealer cause ya dope to me.”

Makoto immediately replies back, “Lol, you work for him. What does that make you? His mule?”

Saiguu scratches her head. Hmmm, that backfired. Back to square one for her upcoming pick-up lines book!

She opens her apartment door, only to see her related roommate moping in the kitchen.

Yae sits at the island counter, sighing and looking at her phone instead of making endless calls that Saiguu has gotten used to seeing.

Saiguu places her hands on her hips when Yae sighs yet another time. “What’s your deal?”

“…I’m thinking about Ei.”

Saiguu knows where this is going. Her niece is such a horndog. “I’m going to get a bucket so you don’t make a mess on the floor.”

“Not like that,” Yae replies irritably. She closes her eyes. “I just…miss her.”

“Have you tried this thing called talking to her?”

Yae looks down at the table. “What is there to talk about?”

How about how Yae is acting like an insecure idiot and Ei could really use a flowchart guide for social cues and how to respond? “Listen, successful couples really do this thing called communication, and it’s not just talking at each other. There’s something called listening, which might help you out.”

Yae rubs her forehead. “That’s harder than you make it sound.”

It’s gotta be easier than the time Yae quit her koto lessons in middle school because she tried confessing to her instructor who quickly turned her down because the woman didn’t want to go to jail. Ah well, Saiguu got a funny story out of that one. “You know, you should learn the fundamental skills if you want this to work out long-term.”

“I’ll get around to it.” Yae straightens and waves her off. “Anyway, how did your ‘hot date’ go?”

Saiguu takes out a six-pack of beer and a chilled container of sake from the fridge near her. “Grab some glasses. I have a long story.”

A few drinks later, Saiguu goes deep into her dating woes.

When she first rolled onto campus, she expected to be flooded by sexy college ladies, only to have them check her out and wink while saying they get where Yae gets it from.

URGH.

So, yeah. Saiguu could use a more mature lady or something. “Some of the girls you banged are real

hoes.”

Yae looks down the barrel of her bottle. “I know. That’s why I banged them.” She sighs, “Ei isn’t like that. She’s like… like…”

“The Anti-Ho?”

“Yeah, the Anti-Ho.” Yae wipes at her face. “By the way you keep talking about this one woman, I assume she’s something along those lines too?”

“And how! But what do I do?” Saiguu moans, “I’ve never dated a real lady before?”

Yae makes air quotation marks. “Dated.”

Saiguu sloppily throws her can at her, which Yae dodges nimbly. “I can call it what I want.”

She changes the topic, picking up a fresh bottle of sake and pouring them two shots. “Okay, game time. We can ask each other questions—“ She spots Yae perking up. For all of her confidence, Yae is still as curious as she was as a young girl. “—and if the answer is yes, the winner takes a shot. Last one standing wins.”

“Well, since you’re half-drunk already, I think I can predict the winner of this.” Yae picks up her cup. “I’ll go first. Is your teaching position legit?”

“Yes, I have content to teach and papers to grade. None of my damn students take me seriously though.” Saiguu slams back her drink. “My turn. Did you ever bang Ei in her lab when you two were alone?”

Yae takes a shot. “Have you ever fallen in love?”

Saiguu stares at her hands. “I’m…not sure.” She takes a sip, making a mental note to store that tidbit about Ei for when she needs to write about a kinky character. “This girl I’m seeing is something else.”

Yae snorts, “Yeah, she’s half your age.”

Saiguu slaps down her cup. “Okay, listen, you little shit. I am a gorgeous silver fox, and this woman has eyes. So, there!”

Yae shakes her head, though a small smile slips on her face. “I’m glad you’re at least partially serious about someone.” She studies Saiguu’s expression, growing solemn. “You haven’t really dated anyone since that woman who used to come to our house when I was seven—“

Saiguu cuts her off. “What can I say? I’m just too lit to be tied down.”

“…please don’t try to use current slang.”

“Yo, I can’t be sleeping on my good looks. I gotta slay while the iron is hot. Gotta find some girls to yeet themselves at me—“

“For Archons’ sake, STOP.”

“—and so on.” Saiguu hands Yae another drink. “Anyway, your turn. What’s the estimated amount of girls you’ve banged? I don’t need the exact number. Just a ballpark, unless it’s a ballpark of girls…”

Twenty minutes into their game, Yae passes out, the exhaustion of the last few weeks clearly taking their toll with how little her tolerance is now these days.

After returning from the washroom, Saiguu finds her drinking companion asleep on the table, head turned to the side on the surface. Saiguu steadies herself on a nearby wall before looking down at her, seeing the young woman Yae has grown into as well as the little girl Saiguu brought home.

She hauls Yae onto her back, kicking the door to Yae’s room open as she stumbles towards the bed. “This was a lot easier fifteen years ago,” she grumbles as she sets Yae down on the bed, brushing her hair out of her face and pulling the sheets over her. Yae looks deeply tired, her cheeks having sunken in a little since the start of the semester. It worries Saiguu, though she knows Yae is sometimes too stubborn to learn from anything but her own mistakes.

Sighing, Saiguu rises. “I hope she’s worth it for everything you’re putting yourself through.”

Yae sleeps like she hasn’t heard her at all.

From then on, Saiguu continues seeing Makoto with the occasional nagging text from Yae asking if she’s keeping an eye on Ei. Yes, yes, she’s tailing Ei whenever she can, watching Ei go moping from class to class, get obliviously hit on by girls circling like vultures with Yae not around while Ei just passes by them. She finishes one day by seeing Ei come back from her restaurant dinner with that Liyuen pretty boy, looking completely miserable and—

Wait, this seems something Saiguu should investigate furth—

Makoto texts her, asking if she wants to go play mini golf.

Mini golf!

Saiguu quickly forgets whatever poor thought is currently trying to stay inside her brain.

The next day, Saiguu remembers what she is SUPPOSED TO BE DOING and tails Ei again with her characteristic self-professed stealth.

She watches from afar as Ei shakes her head at whatever the white-haired girl is saying before Whitie stands and seems to be challenging the former to a duel, which Ei seriously seems like she’s considering. Blondie pulls Whitie back down, and the other girl who looks like that actress from the drama Saiguu was following last year—

IS THAT YUN JIN??? IN THE FLESH? SAIGUU NEEDS HER AUTOGRAPH AND TO ASK HER WHY HER CHARACTER WAS KILLED WITH FATAL AMNESIA. BY HER TWIN WHO ALSO HAS AMNESIA!

TERRIBLE WRITING BUT SO ADDICTIVE!

Damn, Saiguu needs to lay off the Liyuen drama and—

Ei is gone.

Shit.

She needs to go find her and—OH WAIT, SAIGUU HAS A CLASS IN TEN MINUTES!

SHIT.

Running off, Saiguu barely makes it on time and texts Makoto that if she wants to meet up that day, they could reconvene in Saiguu’s office during her hours there. Makoto affirms the suggestion, and Saiguu is off semi-improvising her lecture with a fun, albeit panicky, energy.

Later, in her office, Saiguu is nodding along to a student going about figuring out what to do with his future while checking her watch. Makoto is going to swing by soon, and she’s still here, listening to this possible weedhead go on about the conflict between choosing his “art” career and going with his father’s wishes about joining the family business of industrial manufacturing.

Saiguu cuts in the middle of him pulling out yet another poem to read to her. “Hey, buddy, you’re a great student, and you should follow your heart or some shit like that.”

The student looks pensive, rubbing his chin as he mills over the thought. “My father was looking forward to me joining the family business in manufacturing, but my instincts have been telling me for the last while to follow the wind.”

“That’s great—“ Saiguu glances at the name written at the top of his paper, “—Kazuha. You’ll do your dad proud by achieving your own success on your terms, and yadda, yadda, yadda.”

He smiles brightly. “Thanks, Ms. K.”

Makoto’s voice floats out from the doorframe. “Kazuha?” She glances at Saiguu before her tone turns teasing. “So, you’re getting another perspective on your writing? Is that why your poems are so amazing?”

Kazuha blushes, and Saiguu nearly snaps her pencil at the interaction. “Ah, Makoto. You flatter me. It’s merely a hobby of mine. Although if you would like to exchange some poetry ideas sometimes, I would love to get a tea with y—“

Saiguu stands. “Well, look at that. My office hours are suddenly over. Time to go, everyone.”

She kicks out a bewildered Kazuha while stalking away from her office with Makoto in tow. When they’re outside the building and some distance away, she whips around, glaring at Makoto who has an amused expression. “What?”

“And I thought Yae had a jealous streak as long as Inazuma.” Makoto puts one hand on one hip, a slightly coy smile on her face. “Is this something I’m going to have to tame you out of?”

Saiguu would be more defensive if Makoto wasn’t also so hot at the moment. Plus, she’s a little baffled at herself. She hasn’t been so possessive over a girl since…

Well, that was a long time ago.

Confused and slightly turned on, she shrugs, tugging at her jacket, she grumbles as she signals for them to continue onwards. “Do you want to go on a walk or not?”

Makoto smirks but silently strolls up to walk by Saiguu’s side.

The last couple of weeks are unlike any other that Saiguu can recall from recent memory which, to be fair, frequently goes as far as twenty minutes ago. If even. Makoto is gentle, patient, a great listener with a mouth of sass like you wouldn’t believe. She’s also incredibly mature for her age—or Saiguu is incredibly immature, whatever—-and nonjudgmental, taking in so many points and perspectives before deciding on the best course of action for everyone involved to help them move forward.

She’s a fantastic leader in the making, and Saiguu feels a swell of pride, knowing that her parents’ company will be in good hands. On the other hand, there is Saiguu’s more…physically amorous side that is very attracted to her, and something softer and tentative in her chest that has Saiguu feeling like she’s starting to teeter over in a free fall.

She thinks a lot about that latter part as they idly walk about and chat, pondering it over and over in her mind as she slowly comes to terms with what it means.

And of course, when she and Makoto part ways and Saiguu gets home, Yae has nearly brained herself on a corner of her desk, having passed out from clear exhaustion. Once Saiguu calls an ambulance and frantically makes sure her niece isn’t dead, she sends a short text to Makoto that she’ll be busy for the next while.

Makoto responds that she’s disappointed but understands, and she looks forward to when they can next chat. Saiguu stares at the message, a strange longing in her chest that she hasn’t felt for a long time. Putting her phone aside for now, she turns to Yae to make sure the idiot is still alive, already planning to give her a lecture of a lifetime for this situation.

Yae, of course, wants to continue working while RESTING IN THE HOSPITAL, and Saiguu puts her foot down. Have some damn respite!

Saiguu spends most of the time distracting the kid, who despite her grumblings, seems to need it with how much more laughter comes from her now, how much more she smiles than in the past few weeks of stressing out over finding investors.

At some point, Saiguu calls Makoto as Yae sleeps in her hospital bed. “Hey, so, sorry I’ve been out of touch for a while. Some personal things came up.” She rubs at her face. “To make up for it, would you like to come for dinner at my place?”

Makoto lets out a squeal of delight, and despite sitting before her half-dead niece, Saiguu can’t help but smile.

They arrive for a time that coincides with Yae getting discharged, which works out great because Saiguu can then introduce them.

The dinner doesn’t work out as great as Saiguu plans, and Makoto chews Saiguu out for a good chunk of an hour for letting Yae be stubborn to the point of being stupid.

“Have you tried to talk sense into the kid when she’s made up her mind?” Saiguu protests, rubbing her ears. “It’s like talking to a boulder. But maybe I…maybe I should have tried harder.” She goes quiet for a moment. “I have no idea what I’m doing when it comes to parenting. It feels like I’m flying blind all the time.”

Makoto studies her before softening. “You weren’t sure what the right thing to do was so you did the best you could think of.”

“Yeah, and sometimes, it blows up in your face.” Saiguu ambles to the balcony, gesturing for Makoto to follow. “I come out here and stare out over the water and houses. It gives me space to think.”

Nodding, Makoto waits, humming pleasantly, and Saiguu can’t help but admire how she seems to instinctively know when to talk and when to listen. Gods know Saiguu could use some help with that.

After a couple of minutes, Saiguu sighs, staring out into the distance. “Caring for children is something else. You raise them, and they go from sleeping in your arms to striding off on their own, grabbing life with both hands. And you’re still there, watching them grow and walk off and fall in love and build the foundations of a massive international business. You wonder what now that your primary responsibility for nearly the last decades no longer needs you like they used to. What’s there for you that you have been left behind?”

“All kids grow up.” Makoto muses, “Even Yae, eventually.”

Saiguu turns her head. “Y’feel the same about your sister?”

“Ei is—“ Makoto blows a strand from her face. “—she doesn’t need me as much as she thinks she does. I’m happy for her to grow into her own.” She drums her fingers on the fence. “Of course, I miss her like crazy, but, sometimes, you need to step aside for those you love to find their feet and stand on their own.”

“But it isn’t easy seeing her fumble, is it? Not when you could just tell her what to do, and she’d listen in a heartbeat, trailing after every one of your steps like a puppy. But that would harm her more in the long run than her learning to stand by herself.”

When Makoto doesn’t respond, Saiguu nods, running her hand through her hair. “It’s hard letting them go, isn’t it? I wonder, after the kid finally gets her head out of her ass and grows up, what else is there for me?”

Makoto perks. She coughs and shuffles her feet. “Maybe a chance at love might be in the cards for you?”

“I…I haven’t had the best luck with women.” Saiguu ruffles her own hair in thought. “Well, I once dated this woman when Yae was seven who came real close to being the one.

“She was the first one in a long while that could get a laugh out of me, that didn’t make me feel more alone than not. I missed a lot of red flags though, stupid as I was for a woman’s attention.

“She wasn’t fond of the kid taking so much of my time. It wasn’t obvious at first, but there would always be this twitch in her face when I said I couldn’t make a date because I had to watch Miko. That twitch would later turn into a sneer, a condescending word, a cold shoulder for days. And still, I wanted to believe we could work it out if we tried hard enough.

“Except we couldn’t.”

Saiguu takes a breath, struggling to find the words when she feels Makoto squeeze her arm in support. Flashing a grateful smile, Saiguu braces herself to continue on.

“She left the kid by herself at night with nothing to eat but whatever was in the cupboards. When I came home in the morning, I found Miko curled up on the couch, feeling sick since she ate all the potato chips when she couldn’t find anything else in the house. She was waiting for me all night, because she was scared of being alone.

“I was fucking livid. After feeding Miko, I went over to that woman’s house to kick her a new asshole. She was all defensive, going “She’s not even your kid!’ and I told her, ‘I’m fucking raising her, so she’s mine whether you want her to be or not.’”

Saiguu shakes her head. “Turns out she thought it was weird how much I doted on the kid and wanted me to spend that time on her. For some reason, the fact that Miko was a goddamn kid and needed attention never crossed her mind.” She snorts. “Gave me an ultimatum. Told me to pick her or a girl that wasn’t even mine.

“That was no contest. I kicked that ho from my life and deleted her number. Miko later asked where my ex went and hoped that she hadn’t done anything to make her mad at her. That broke my heart. She was a sweet kid, and here she was trying to look out for someone who neglected her. I told her that my ex and I didn’t work out, but I would always be there for her before distracting her with ice cream.”

Saiguu doesn’t look at Makoto as she tells the story, ashamed that she even got into a relationship with a woman who mistreated a child under Saiguu’s protection. “And there you have it. My rose-coloured glasses attempt at trying to settle down, only to have the woman I was seeing mishandle my charge.” She stares down at her hands. “I was such a lonely idiot that I was willing to put those I love into a bad situation. I’ve never been proud of that. I just wanted to give Miko a normal family.”

She glances up, caught off-guard by Makoto’s sudden hug. “Hey, what’s the dealio?”

“It’s what I do when I sense people need comfort. That experience seemed to have really impacted you.”

“I am a grown adult, and I—“ Okay, the hug is rather nice. “—it’s just something that happened. Really.”

“Hmmm…” Makoto raises an eyebrow. “Well, thank you for sharing it with me. For the record, I think you made the right choice in an imperfect situation where the majority of the fault is not on you. You did the best you know how.”

Saiguu ducks her head, hiding her expression. “Yeah, well, I could have done something else.”

“We all say that, but truth be told, none of us can know for sure how our lives would have turned out if we had chosen something else. It’s better to make peace with our choices and move on,” Makoto points out, and Saiguu can’t really refute that. “And besides, my family isn’t perfect either.”

Makoto pauses before confessing in a low voice. “By the way, I’ve had my suspicions early on that they aren’t quite like the average family.”

Really? What gave it away? Was it the millions of dollars in the family account????

“Not like that.” Makoto gently slaps Saiguu’s shoulder. “What I mean to say is that I realized while my family is quite eccentric, it doesn’t mean that they are bad.” She meets Saiguu’s gaze. “And just because you were essentially a single parent raising Yae, that doesn’t mean that you’re bad either. A family is a family is a family.”

Saiguu takes out her pipe, running her fingers along it for a bit before cracking a smile. “Heh, you’re pretty wise for your age.”

Her phone pings, and she checks it to see a message from a contact that finally identifies a close relative of Venti who lives on campus. Saiguu squints, recognizing the blonde girl in the photo as the girl in Ei’s friend group who tends to play therapist.

“What is it?”

Saiguu shoves her phone away as Makoto glances over. “One of my supervisors is being a dingbat about uh…commas. You know, work stuff.”

“Really? Commas?” Makoto raises a brow but chooses not to press the issue.

Shaking her head, Makoto squeezes her fingers. “You’re good enough to be a mom, you know that, right? You already have been for years.”

Saiguu looks down for a long while before briefly nodding. When she doesn’t say anything, Makoto reaches in to hug her, whispering, “I think you’re far more amazing than you allow yourself to believe. I just wish I could offer you more.”

Offer Saiguu m—oh, right! The marriage contract thing. Makoto went over it a couple of times. “So, you’re thinking of switching out to marry Ei’s fiancé instead?”

Makoto gazes out over the horizon. “I heard that he seemed quite set in his ways so if he had to marry someone then I’d rather it be me. Ei has Yae after all.”

Saiguu studies her fingers, suddenly finding them fascinating. “And what about you?”

Makoto bites her lip. “If I am in a relationship with someone I like—“ She glances sidelong. “—then, they would have to know that given my plans, I can’t offer them a traditional relationship that is mutually exclusive. I—“ She falters. “—could only have them in the capacity of a lover, and I understand that if the arrangement isn’t acceptable to them then—“

“That’s alright with me,” Saiguu quickly responds.

“—then we could only be frien—what?”

Saiguu clears her throat. “I’m okay with being a mistress if you get married. Doesn’t bother me.”

Makoto looks dazed as if someone smacked her upside the head. “Why not?”

Thinking it over, Saiguu shrugs. “I just think you’re worth whatever changes we need to make it work. You have a good vibe too.”

Makoto opens and closes her mouth several times before looking away, a light flush on her cheeks. “I can see where Yae gets her charm from.”

Clearing her throat, she adds, “But I don’t know how we could arrange things without raising my parents’ concerns.”

Saiguu perks. “Okay, I have an idea! So, you and Zhongli would merge some of your business assets together, which means you’ll need some guidance as to some of the moral decisions you two want to stand by, and I’m a spiritual advisor…”

She quickly goes through some of her ideas for how to make the arrangement seem reasonably legitimate, and Makoto nods along, leaning in as she considers the proposals. “I’ll bring it up to my parents that I may need the presence of a spiritual advisor at the start of my marriage.”

“There you go.”

Makoto clears her throat and glances ahead, flush still on her cheeks. “Changing topics, what would you do if my sister and Yae do get married once they pull their heads out of their butts about this whole situation?”

Saiguu perks. “I would get an emotional support goat and say that I need to bring it to the wedding.”

Makoto glances sidelong, a smile starting on her face. “Do you need one?”

“Nope!”

After a moment of silence, Makoto snorts. “Ei would actually try to build a pen for your goat.” She turns. “Do you need help sourcing an animal for this?”

Saiguu sees the start of a seriously awesome relationship.

A couple of weeks later after the dust settles on that stupid marriage contract thing, Saiguu is walking over to the central cafe to catch up with Yae, who finally moved out into the dorm she shares with Ei.

She’s whistling happily when she gets a ping from her phone. The idiot that Ei referred to her in regards to his manuscript had texted. ‘Hey, just saw the reviews for my book. Not sure why they think it’s a comedy but it’s so cool that it’s out! Thanks for all of your help. You’re an awesome old lady.”

Saiguu stops walking and stares at the message.

Old lady? OLD LADY.

She’s about to shoot back a snarky reply when someone takes her phone out of her hands. A passing Makoto holds up her device. “I can read that expression. Let’s take a moment to calm down before we send an angry reply, yes?”

NO, SEND NOW.

“C’mon, Saiguu.” Makoto loops an arm around hers. “Let’s go for a stroll to cool off.”

Saiguu shakes her head. “I gotta go meet the kid first.” She squints as something glitters on Makoto. “He finally got you a ring?”

Makoto holds out her left hand where a snazzy diamond sits on the third finger. “This still feels pretty weird.”

Saiguu mutters, “I could find a bigger one.”

“Hey, no comparisons. You’re important to me.” Makoto lightly slaps Saiguu’s arm. “After all, I may need an attractive spiritual advisor to be around me at all times soon.”

Saiguu grins, and it grows when Makoto leans in to brush a goodbye kiss on her lips. “See you tonight?”

Makoto smiles, leaning to whisper something so filthy, Saiguu would automatically get banned from several stores if she tried to write the line in a new book. She finishes by nipping Saiguu’s ear. “Yes, tonight.”

Saiguu is on cloud nine. She doesn’t even know how she gets to the cafe and sits down at a table.

Her phone buzzes, and Saiguu sees a text from a number she hasn’t seen in ages: Yae’s parents.

It reads, “We heard Miko might be marrying into some money from somewhere. Since she will have money, it’s only right that she help us out as her biological parents with some upcoming surgeries and house payments. She owes us. Without us, she wouldn’t be alive, and she should be grateful that we even let her live with us as long as we did, given how many children—“

Saiguu doesn’t even finish reading.

She snarls, firing back a reply as she mutters to herself, “Fuck off, and fuck you from the bottom of my heart. Never contact me again.”

She blocks the number and deletes it, just as Yae turns up, eyeing her phone curiosity. “You look pretty miffed. Who was that?”

“Just the harness company that says my order is delayed, and I won’t be able to use it anytime on Mak—“

“Never mind. I’m sorry I asked.” Yae shudders as she sits down, and Saiguu turns off her phone. “It’s oddly good to see you. We haven’t caught up in a while.”

Saiguu nods. “Yeah, it’s been a minute since you moved back to the dorms with Ei. I was going to take the L and write off a kid. How are you two doing now?”

“…please stop trying to use current slang.” Yae shakes her head as if to remove Saiguu’s attempt from her mind. “And we’re good. We’re talking things out and trying to take it slow again until we’re okay.” Despite her best efforts, Yae smiles helplessly as her eyes grow a little dreamy. “In fact, I’d say we were stronger than before.”

Tilting her head, Saiguu studies Yae. “I thought your girl rejected your proposal.”

“…it was a ‘not yet,’ and that isn’t a no.”

“You think she means it then? That once she has some time to think it over, she’ll follow through?”

Yae blinks, surprised. “Of course, I trust her with my life.”

Saiguu sits back, seeing the sincerity in Yae’s eyes, the complete faith and belief in each facet of her expression. Her girl has grown up and found a good one.

And Saiguu can relax. Ei will take care of Yae from now on. Saiguu believes it too. “You’ve been over the moon since you two got back together.”

Yae smiles, mature and glowing, and dammit, Saiguu’s heart is overflowing from how happy she looks. “Speaking of that, I have something to ask you. When Ei does come around, and we need to plan the wedding, could you….”

“Become an ordained minister to perform the ceremony? Say no more. I’ll get my license.”

“Not that. We’ll find someone.” Yae waves her off. “No, I—“ She looks down for a moment before taking a breath. “I was hoping that you would be the one to walk me down the aisle…”

She glances up, smiling shyly like the little girl she used to be. “…Mom.”

Saiguu is so overjoyed that she bawls.


Notes for the Chapter:
Writing Saiguu was interesting. She was surprisingly introspective, thoughtful, and a lot wiser than I gave her credit for. Hope you all enjoyed reading her perspective!


Author’s Note:Thanks for reading!





