
1. decoy ducks


    
    Gorou lets himself into Kokomi’s apartment with her spare key. He didn’t have time to safely text her as he got here. It feels like all of his nerves are on fire and he’s been thrown into the middle of a barricade with less than ten able bodied allies, his generators are on their last batch of fuel, and he’s down to nothing on throwable bricks. It feels like he’s trapped between an incoming Tenryou Commission riot force and nearly-impossible-to-defend open ground. Frankly, he would take that over this. He’d take a lot of things over this.

He likes to think that he’s an honest, humble, and grounded man. He likes to think that he doesn’t punch too high or too low, beyond his capabilities. Gorou thinks that most people, if asked, wouldn’t say his flaw is arrogance or ignorance. It would be, probably, blind and foolish loyalty. Gorou would own up to that without shame or regret which would just underscore the point.

Gorou doesn’t think his brain, his body, his very soul practically hurtling him towards cardiac arrest is much of an exaggeration here. This is, probably, very appropriate physiological and emotional reaction to the situation he’s suddenly been thrust into without any type of foreshadowing, omens, or so much as a gut feeling. 

Normally Gorou tries to text or call ahead if he’s coming by, at least to make sure she’s there. In this case he knows she’s there but he doesn’t think he could compose a text that would adequately explain the situation in a clear and concise manner. Kokomi has often told him that she wished he’d treat her more as a person and less as an untouchable figure, at least in private. Well. Hopefully she doesn’t rescind that invitation now.

He lets himself into her apartment, still dressed for the gym and a little damp underneath his clothes. He wiped himself off before coming here but didn’t dare hit the showers. It was a tactical sacrifice he had to make, one that he hopes Kokomi will understand and excuse.

Kokomi used to live at the shrine, but moved out in order to reduce incoming scrutiny from the Tenryou Commission’s surveillance. Since moving in she’s barely decorated anything. Most of her possessions are books and more books and even more books. Her desk is a giant, solid piece of sturdy oak that took six of them to maneuver into the building. It’s pushed up against the wall of her apartment and doubles as her dining table. It takes up over a third of the living space, but it’s more than making up for that in functionality. She’s sitting at it now, head in her hands as she listens to a news report from her laptop.

Gorou quietly sits next to her at the table. She turns her head to look at him, eyebrows raising when she sees the poor state of his dress. He has no doubt that in the few seconds her eyes went from the top of his head to the tips of his toes she’s gathered enough evidence to condemn him to a few months worth of teasing and embarrassment. But she keeps him waiting until the news segment finishes up by moving to a talking head highlight reel, which she puts on mute as she turns to face him.

“I have a problem,” Gorou says, cutting straight to the heart of it because he knows there’s no point in attempting small talk or other such things when it’s Kokomi. They’ve been through too much together for that. After you wash mace out of someone’s eyes or cut them out of their clothes to do first aide certain things just get skipped. Also, if he lets her start she might jump to some conclusion that would side track him because it would be a provoking thought exercise. Kokomi is very good at that sort of thing. He’s got an entire series of them pinned in their chat messages that he’s working through one by one when he’s got spare time and nothing else to do.

“I’d say that you have many problems, Gorou,” Kokomi replies, “But you made me promise not to talk about them unless you admitted to wanting professional help with them so I’ll refrain.”

“I’m remarkably well adjusted, I’ll have you know,” Gorou protests. It’s true. He has his PTSD under wraps. That one time with the firecracker was an honest mistake anywould would’ve made, and he stands by that. He shakes his head. “No. Different problem. We’re friends. Uh. That’s not the problem. I’m just saying. We’re friends. This is a statement of fact.”

“Yes. It is. We are.” Kokomi drums her fingers on the desk, expression going smooth and polite in ways that used to make him nervous because he didn’t know if he was on the right track or not. That expression always makes him feel like he’s waded into clear water over a deep oceanic trench. So clear that you visibly see it turning dark and black and indecipherably deep and deceptively still. It still makes him nervous, mostly because he’s now perfectly aware of how deep and fast that current goes and how much of a battering ram Kokomi can be if you don’t tread carefully. “That’s not a good start to any conversation, Gorou. But you don’t need me to tell you that.”

“I need a favor,” Gorou tells her. “Arataki Itto goes to my gym now.”

“Arataki?” Kokomi repeats, turning the name over in her head, brows drawing together as she goes through her mental dossier of names and faces. It doesn’t take her that long. There’s really only the one. “Tall? White hair? Loud laugh? Allergic to beans? Has a…friend group that he calls a gang? That Arataki?”

“Yes.”

“Regularly loses games with elementary schoolers? Challenged the head priestess of the Narukami shrine to a food eating challenge? Has repeatedly graffitied government buildings with messages of challenge to Kujou Sara? That one?”

“Kokomi.”

“Apologies — this is not what I expected you to open with.”

“It’s not what I expected my morning to open with either. I go to the gym to relax and unwind and mentally prepare for the day. What was I supposed to do to prepare for seeing Arataki Itto at the gym?” Pray? Take muscle relaxants? Hit Kazuha’s stash of weed?

“He went to your gym? He goes to your gym, regularly? As a paid member?” Kokomi asks, rightfully skeptical. “Are you sure it was him?”

“It was him. It was definitely him. I wish it wasn’t. It was. Archons help me if this is going to be a regular thing. I’m hoping he got in using someone else’s partner perks.” 

It helps that Arataki-san tends to self advertise by loudly proclaiming his entrance to any establishment. It was unmistakably him. Also, Gorou got an up close and personal look at the man’s tattoos. And piercings. So close, in fact, that Gorou could see the man’s pores and the smallest, faintest splashes of freckles. He thinks he can identify them with his eyes closed now. Arataki-san got so close that Gorou could smell the sugar on his breath from the never ending supply of candy the man seems to have with him at all times. Whatever candy it was today was strawberry flavored. All of this information came to Gorou against his will. Gorou did not consent to this knowledge permanently searing itself into his mind and probably his dreams.

Definitely his dreams. Gorou is afraid to sleep tonight.

“Why would he be here? I trust you. You know I trust you. If you say it’s Arataki Itto, then it’s Arataki Itto. But — doesn’t he live on Narukami? Why is he in Watatsumi?”

“Kokomi, respectfully — if you were constantly in trouble with the Tenryou Commission where would you go?”

“Here, yes, I know. But just to go to the gym? Really? That seems like such a stretch. Alright. Don’t give me that look, Gorou. It’s Arataki Itto. Where does the favor come in, what do you need me for? Surely you don’t want me to evict him. That seems petty and unusual.”

“The fact that Arataki Itto is at my gym doing deadlifts across from me when I’m trying to do cardio. That’s what I need help with. Also the fact that he saw me, somehow recognized me as the guy who regularly gets into it with Kujou Sara, and decided he wanted to follow my training regimen. With me. Right there. On the spot.” Gorou takes in a breath, steels himself, and squares his shoulders. He puts his hands on his knees, and sharply bends his head forward. “I need you to be my cover. Are you alright with me letting people believe I’m wildly and madly in love with you but am committed to an unspoken and unrequited love that I would absolutely never under any conditions want to confess to you out of respect and admiration?”

There isn’t even a pause before Kokomi responds.

“Oh, Gorou,” Kokomi sighs, “Do you really need a cover?”

“If people even catch a whiff of me being so much as approving of Arataki Itto I’m ruined,” Gorou tells her. “My reputation would never recover. I already look like a baby-faced twink. If people find out I’ve ever had a slightly less than decent thought about Arataki Itto I’ll never get any respect ever. And the man himself is doing topless weights right next to the cardio machines in front of a wall of mirrors. He’s coming to stand next to me and read the settings on the machines I’m using while leaning into my space to tell me how good I’m doing and to keep it up. There’s only so much I can do here if this turns out to be a regular thing. Laying a decoy trail seems like the minimum I can do for me to save face.”

“Don’t you have Kaedehara-san?”

Gorou stares at her. “Yeah. I have Kazuha-kun. Who’s on the rebound and here maybe four months out of the year because they still haven’t revoked his warrant for arrest. That’s barely a cover at all. I can’t work with that. It’s easier if it’s you. More believable. We’re around each other all the time. I bring you food every other weekend. We have keys for each other’s apartments. I do your laundry for you. You’ve helped me do my taxes. I’m your emergency contact. We skip honorifics with each other most of the time. We are set up for this assumption already. I don’t think it’d take much more effort for it to be believable. People already call me your dog.”

Kokomi purses her lips together. “You also know what I want to say about that but I have the feeling this isn’t the time for me to be reminding you of my opinion on how you undervalue your own self worth and how it’s hurting you. Also you deserve better than an occasional booty call.”

“Every time I have to tell you that Kazuha and I are friends with benefits I feel something in me shrink, Kokomi. Every time you say the words ‘booty call’ I feel some other, possibly related, part of me try to set itself on fire. You know this. I need a verbal yes.”

“I’m fine with it,” Kokomi tells him, skipping past Kazuha and back to the original request. “You know I don’t care. You’ve been with me through everything, Gorou. And we do, in our own way, love each other. If it was you or the independence movement — well. I wouldn’t pick you and you wouldn’t want me to. But I’d push a truly risky and irrational amount for you. I’d probably take more losses than would be rational.”

Gorou’s heart flutters. “Thank you. I love you.”

“I can see the appeal, by the way.”

“I take it back.” Gorou puts his head in his hands. “I take it all back.”

“No. Really. He’s very eye catching. He’s got a strong sense of aesthetic and personal awareness of his body. The tattoos and the way he does his make up match him perfectly. And he’s got such a bold personality. It is very refreshing to see. He could be a good match for you. If you really wanted to go for it — “

“I don’t. I’m trying to wait this out. It’ll fade in time. It’s just a matter of proximity. I have to get used to it. It’s exposure therapy. This will go away. It will become less…potent.”

“ — I’d support you one hundred percent, Gorou. But your competition is the Kamisato Ayato. And, I love you. You know I love you and that whatever I say to you is never out of malice. So I’m going to be very honest with you: your odds aren’t favorable. At best you’re looking at a ménage à trois situation.”

“There are no odds, Kokomi. I don’t to win. I want to cover up this terrible attraction until I can smother it and get it under control as some kind of unfiltered subconscious thought. Kamisato-san can have him and take him back to Narukami and hopefully keep him there forever.”

“Oh good, I did momentarily worry about losing you to Kamisato-san, too. It would be a terrible loss for me to have one of my closest friends and most reliable of companions whisked away to the historied estate of the Kamisato clan. Again. I wouldn’t blame you. I really do see the appeal. In both of them! And I suppose you could do a lot worse. Strategically speaking, if we needed to look at this in a more positive and pragmatic light, Kamisato-san is at least sympathetic to our cause even if he doesn’t outright back it — “

“Please stop.”

“Oh. And there’s Kujou-san to consider, too. Though she’s like you in this regard.”

“I concede.”

Kokomi laughs. 

“No. Really. I concede. She can have him, too. I don’t care who has him. Congratulations to them, may they have a long and happy life together. As long as they’ve having him far away from here where I can’t see it,” Gorou says. “Stop laughing at me.”

“I have a feeling that if Kujou-san were here she’d say the same thing,” Kokomi says, tipping her head back as she laughs. “Maybe I should invite Arataki-san to the peace negotiations. He seems to be one unifying factor, doesn’t he?”

“Please don’t.” Gorou’s voice cracks, he puts his head into his hands. “I just need this crush to calm down and go away. Or maybe I need to switch to a different gym. Or rearrange my schedule.”

“Is it really so bad for you to have a crush on him? He seems like a nice man,” Kokomi rests her cheek on her palm as she watches Gorou cycle to grief, denial, acceptance, and deep shame at once. “It’s not like he’s in the closet. Or you. Do we need to have a talk about that, too, Gorou? I can make time. If you want we can wait about two hours and we can bring Kujou-san in on this because she probably needs this talk to. A lot of people seem to be fond of him but strangely embarrassed by it. I don’t really understand why. He is very attractive and has a certain sort of charisma. The appeal is not unreasonable. The only one being straightforward with it is Kamisato-san. It doesn’t seem to be doing him any good though, I’ll admit that.”

“Exactly. Look where that’s got him. Putting all of that aside, I don’t want to act on this. I want to, at most, admire from afar and put this behind me. Far behind me. Can we do that? Please?”

“If you’re sure. I’ll draft something up just in case — “

“Draft what up? In case of — no! Whatever you’re thinking of, stop!”

“I’m just saying that it never hurts to be prepared. You never know what will happen. Do you have condoms?”

“I’m not talking about this with you.” Kokomi just continues to look at him, expectant. “Of course I have condoms.”

“I don’t think what you use with Kaedehara-san would work for this particular situation.”

Gorou can feel his blood trying to escape his body by trying to evaporate through his face.

“You are going to kill me.”

“I’m looking out for my right hand man,” Kokomi replies. 

“I want to crawl into a hole and die right now.”

“That’s what the condom is for, Gorou.”

  



2. you’re too good to be true

Summary for the Chapter:
            “I can’t believe you bribed Kujou Sara to lie to me,” Ayaka says as soon as her brother picks up the phone. “I’m so disappointed in the both of you. And for all the things to waste resources on — for this? Really? Of all of the things to go dirty on, it’s for this? You’d go that far to make a fool out of me?”

There’s silence on the other end of the line and then her brother says, sounding extremely confused, “Kujou Sara takes bribes? Since when?”

          


    
    Ayaka has been taught all her life about the ways to be a good daughter, a good sister, a good girl, a good person. She’s been raised on the tenants of old to be humble, honest, elegant, kind, and obedient to be the absolute definition of a good citizen. She knows she’s good. She knows she’s so good at embodying these aspects that it can be to her own detriment at times.

That being said, let it never be thought that Kamisato Ayaka is a fool. She may believe in the inherent goodness of others, but that doesn’t mean she’s naive. 

Growing up with the one and only Kamisato Ayato will do that to you. Her brother isn’t mean. He isn’t cruel. He isn’t a bully. But by the gods above is he a jerk when he wants to be. Ayaka’s learned to take every word out of his mouth with a grain of salt, to double check every message he’s ever penned, and to verify everything with at least two external, independent sources.

“You’re lying,” Ayaka declares. “Thoma-kun, you are lying.”

Thoma doesn’t always go along with Onii-sama’s…jokes. Pranks. tricks. Whatever you want to call them. Usually if he goes along with it it’s not because he’s in on it but because he’s been pulled into it too and isn’t aware of it yet. Her brother’s tricks can be like that. They’re deceptive, they’re often slow moving — or so fast moving you can’t see them move at all. It’s like watching a very large animal moving while being focused on just one part of it. You focus so hard on the teeth, or the claws, or the eyes, you don’t see the rest of it moving until it’s already mid-pounce.

“Ayaka-chan,” Thoma holds his hand up, face solemn as he presses his hand to his heart, “I am being entirely honest here.”

Ayaka, just barely, holds in the urge to stomp her foot like she’s a child.

“No. You are lying. Or Onii-sama has tricked you. He isn’t real. There is no way this is a real person. Are you listening to yourself, Thoma-kun?”

“Arataki Itto is a real person. He is a real flesh and blood person that I have met. I have spoken to him. He shook my hand.” Thoma waves his hand at her, as though Ayaka would be able to see some sort of evidence on it of having being shook by this clearly fictional person.

“I’m disappointed in you for going along with this,” she tells him. “He isn’t real. You aren’t going to get me with this one. And you can tell my brother that yourself.”

“He is real! I’m not — why would I lie about an entire person?”

“Thoma-kun!” Ayaka snaps, “Why would I believe you about this? He’s over one point eight meters tall? His hair is down to his hips? It’s bleached white with red tips? He wears bright red eye liner? He has a pet cow he named Beef Soup? He goes around challenging kids to games and losing? He goes out with my brother to fight with stag beetles? Why would I believe this? Lie better!”

“Ayaka-chan!” Thoma groans, “I swear to you. I’m being entirely honest.”

“You are telling me, right now, that my brother, the head of the Kamisato clan and leader of the Yashiro Commission, cannot attend this official meeting with the Guuji, Yae Miko, to review extremely important discussions regarding the current civil war and how it’s affecting worshipers because he’s somewhere in the woods collecting stag beetles with this Arataki Itto. To later compete with.”

“Yes. Yes. That’s exactly what’s happening.”

Ayaka slaps her fan against her palm, glaring at Thoma and wishing she weren’t above throwing an actual tantrum right here, right now.

“I’m going to go to this meeting in his place. And I’m going to tell the Guuji exactly what you’ve told me,” Ayaka says, “I don’t believe a single word of this and no one else will, and the consequences of this are going to be on your, and my brother’s head.”

Thoma looks like he doesn’t know if he wants to laugh or cry. “Ayaka-chan. The Guuji knows exactly who I’m talking about and will probably just go along with it.”

“I don’t believe you,” Ayaka hisses, and then — because she has to allow herself something — flounces out of the room to change for what is now, apparently, her meeting. 

-

Ayaka, barely able to keep a straight face and a level tone, relays the exact same words Onii-sama gave Thoma to give to her. When it’s all said and done Ayaka doesn’t know if she expects the Guuji to laugh in her face and call her a fool for falling for yet another one of her brother’s numerous tricks, or to get angry about her brother blowing off his duties.

Instead, Yae Miko just sighs and shakes his head. “Don’t grow up to be fools like those men, Ayaka-chan. They’re beyond hope. Try not to let it infect you.”

-

When she gets home, Thoma is waiting for her out front doing a half-hearted job of sweeping the steps.

“Well?” He asks as she walks up the path from the gate. “How did it go?”

“She probably thinks it’s funny to trick me too,” Ayaka tells him. It is the Yae Miko, who has often been compared to a kitsune. And her own brother has complained loudly, at length, about the multiple times that the Guuji has pulled one over on him. 

“You could ask Kujou-san,” Thoma says as Ayaka brushes past him into the house. “She arrested him once. Or twice. I don’t think anyone’s counting. Except for Arataki-san, himself.”

Ayaka isn’t quite spiteful enough to do something like kick the small pile of leaves Thoma has already swept together. But she glares at it like she wants to and Thoma steps in front of it.

“I am not asking Kujou Sara about a fake person you’re trying to prank me with,” Ayaka tells him. She isn’t. She’s Kamisato Ayaka. 

-

“There’s something on your mind,” Kujou-san says as she neatens out the pile of scrolls for amendment. “We have additional time to discuss things that were not on our original itinerary if you wish.”

“That’s kind of you. It’s not official business,” Ayaka replies, gathering her own materials back into her bag. She double checks that she’s saved her notes on her tablet and turned off her wireless keyboard. “Though it does pertain to you.”

“Oh?” Kujou-san looks interested, despite herself. She folds her hands together on the conference room table after checking her watch. “My next meeting is a routine check with patrol captains. It is, to be frank with you, not very stimulating material. I can afford to delay it. You can ask if you like.”

“I’ll ask you to withhold your judgement on me until after I explain it,” Ayaka says. Kujou-san, though she can be a little brisk at times, isn’t the sort of person to be outright rude or mocking. “I believe my brother is playing a trick on me, you see. And I’m trying to verify it.”

“Clever move,” Kujou-san almost smiles. 

“And I know that you’re not likely to ever go along with one of his tricks. Or be bribed into it.” Ayaka pauses to take in Kujou-san’s reaction to that. The woman sighs, shaking her head.

“Your brother needs better hobbies.”

“Right. Well. Apparently one of his hobbies is…stag beetle fighting.”

Kujou-san’s eyebrows raise up high. “And now I think you’re the one playing a trick on me. Kamisato Ayato partaking in beetle fighting as a pastime? Really.”

“That’s what I need verification on. According to Thoma and the Guuji — “

“If your brother is playing a trick on you, the Guuji is definitely in on it. Those two get along like oil and water unless there’s communal mischief to be had.”

“ — both confirmed it. And Thoma suggested I ask you to confirm also since I don’t believe either of them.”

“How would I be able to confirm this? Granted, if I could I would and you would be able to take my word on it based on my reputation alone, probably.”

“Yes. That’s just the thing. It’s the — well. It’s the person he does this with that I have in doubt. Thoma and the Guuji both reference a person called Arataki Itto — “

Ayaka’s jaw clicks shut as she watches Kujou-san’s face go from polite understanding into complete shut down. There’s a brief fraction of a second where Ayaka sees the woman’s face overcome with absolute fury before it smooths out into that professional mask she uses in front of reporters. Except for a rather alarming spasm on her eyebrow that Ayaka doesn’t think the woman is aware of.

“He isn’t real,” Ayaka says slowly. “Kujou-san. He isn’t real. You aren’t part of this and he isn’t a real person.”

“He’s real. I am not part of whatever this is. But he’s real.”

Ayaka’s hand, without her will, slams on the conference room table. “You are telling me that there is a man taller than some doorways, grills lavender melons on the side of the streets, regularly gets detained for loitering, and got sent to the ER for a severe allergic reaction challenging the Yae Miko to an eating contest involving soy beans? You? Kujou Sara, leader of the Tenryou commission, is telling me that this is all true right now?”

The woman in question closes her eyes, eyebrow spasming like mad.

“He’s real. It’s all real.” Kujou’s jaw clenches. “He keeps telling me that I have to cook with more garlic if I’m ever going to get back together with my ex.”

“What ex?”

“I don’t know. I don’t want to know. But he keeps asking me if I need help in the kitchen in between challenging me to sumo matches.”

“I’m very disappointed in you. I know we’ve always had our differences, but I’ve always respected you for your integrity. The Kujou Sara I thought I knew was not a liar and could be trusted to be fair and honorable,” Ayaka declares after a minute of angry silence. She doesn’t bother to finish packing her things. She just sweeps them all up into her arms, kicking the conference room door open, and leaves.

-

“I can’t believe you bribed Kujou Sara to lie to me,” Ayaka says as soon as her brother picks up the phone. “I’m so disappointed in the both of you. And for all the things to waste resources on — for this? Really? Of all of the things to go dirty on, it’s for this? You’d go that far to make a fool out of me?”

There’s silence on the other end of the line and then her brother says, sounding extremely confused, “Kujou Sara takes bribes? Since when?”

Ayaka doesn’t remember hanging up on her brother. Or maybe he hung up first. All she remembers is practically slamming her face into her pillow and screaming like she’s trying to expel some kind of malicious youkai from her body.

-

“Sayu-chan,” Ayaka doesn’t quite cry but she does feel very close to it. “I’ve never been so relieved to see you in my life.”

Sayu, predictably, starts looking for her escape routes. Yoimiya, carrying a large crate behind her, sticks a leg out to block the door. It’s a truly impressive feat of balance and control considering that Yoimiya walks around on giant platform shoes. Ayaka quickly bustles the both of them into one of the quieter, private sitting rooms of the estate.

“I think I’m living in some kind of nightmare,” Ayaka tells them. “You can set those down over there, Thoma-kun can move them.”

“Are you sure? They’re pretty heavy. I know I make it look easy but that’s because it’s my job.”

“I said what I said.”

“Alright,” Yoimiya sets the heavy crate down by the door and plops herself down at the kotatsu. “What did Thoma do now?”

Sayu immediately crawls under the kotatsu and lies down, pulling her hood as far as it will go over her face. Yoimiya and Ayaka reach over and each of them take one of her arms, pulling her into sitting position.

“But this is what it’s for,” the girl complains, slumping forward, reaching out instead for one of the oranges in the center of the table.

“It’s not just Thoma,” Ayaka informs them darkly. “It’s all of them. They’re all in on it. I don’t know how my brother convinced them to get in on this, but he did.”

“Who’s they?”

“My brother. Thoma. Yae Miko. Kujou Sara.”

Yoimiya’s eyebrows raise up with every name listed. Sayu actually puts her orange, half peeled, down and claps her hands.

“That’s teamwork,” Sayu says. 

“The last time this many people in the Inazuman government were acting as a cohesive whole like that was…like. Before the whole civil war. What are they doing?”

“They’re playing a prank on me,” Ayaka says.

Sayu and Yoimiya exchange glances with each other.

“Yes, yes, I know it’s a lot of work just to prank me and it seems incredibly unlikely for them to go through these lengths for something so petty. But it’s true. They’ve made up a person and keep saying he does things or he’s responsible for things.”

Yoimiya frowns, resting her chin on her closed fist. Even Sayu leans forward, eyes sparking in curiosity.

“Tell me more,” Yoimiya says. “If this even has Kujou Sara in it, this has to be good.”

“It’s this person they call Arataki Itto — “ is as far as Ayaka gets before Sayu sits straight up and yells —

“Him!” Sayu bangs her fist on the table.

“Ah, that guy.” Yoimiya sighs, immediately looking put out. “No. He’s real.”

Ayaka stares at them, caught between betrayal and fury.

“He has a pet cow,” Ayaka says, “That he’s named Beef Soup.”

“Technically, his name is Ushi. Beef Soup is just a nickname.”

“It’s a cute cow,” Sayu says, “Very tame. He knows how to fetch. He sits, rolls over, shakes hands, and everything. I didn’t know you could train cows like that.”

“You can’t train cows like that because cows like that aren’t real,” Ayaka insists. “How did he get you in on it?”

“No, he’s real. We hang out at the youth center sometimes,” Yoimiya says. “I know on paper he sounds ridiculous, but he just…is like that.”

“You’re telling me a man who starts laughing uncontrollably at the sight of money, who’s so severely allergic to beans that even just touching one with his fingertip will cause him to break out into hives, who beat boxes on street corners for spare change, and sleeps with his eyes open exists and just so happens to go around collecting stag beetles with my brother in the woods next to our house?”

Yoimiya and Sayu both shift uncomfortably.

“I mean. Of course when you say it like that it sounds fake,” Yoimiya replies slowly, “But he is real.”

Ayaka holds her hand out. “Give me your phone. Show me your text history with him. His social media profile. A picture of him.”

“I…uh. He doesn’t have a phone.” Yoimiya claps her hands together, bowing her head. “I know, I know! I know it sounds sus as hell. But he can’t afford a phone, he’s broke. He doesn’t have a social media either. I mean. He did. But it got deactivated. Ayaka-chan. When would I ever lie to you? Can’t you just take my word for it? Or Sayu-chan’s? Sayu-chan, back me up here.”

Ayaka turns to Sayu, expectantly.

“His social got banned because it looked like a bot,” Sayu says.

Ayaka closes her eyes. “I have never felt so alone in the world in my life.”

-

“Enough is enough,” Ayaka declares, unable to handle it anymore. She glares at her brother, ignoring Thoma’s not-so-quiet melt down next to her. “You’ve had your fun. It’s been months. Haha, we’ve all had a lot of fun messing with Ayaka. Can we just stop this now? Please?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Ayato says after a long moment of him squinting at her like he’s not sure if he’s awake or dreaming. “Thoma-kun, what did I miss when I was away?”

“She thinks we’re all lying about Arataki Itto’s existence,” Thoma says.

Ayato’s eyebrows raise gently as he looks between Ayaka and Thoma.

“Why would anyone make up a whole person and do it so badly? There are more believable lies to be told.”

“That’s what I’ve been saying!”

“Well. In any case, Arataki Itto is a real flesh and blood person.”

“No. He isn’t.”

“I think I would know if someone I regularly speak with is real or not.”

“You are lying.”

“I am not lying. And I’m hurt that you’d think I would lie so poorly,” Ayato clicks his tongue, shaking his head. “It is as though you don’t even know me.”

“It’s quite the opposite,” Ayaka replies dryly. “I know you too well, onii-sama.”

Ayato sighs, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Ayaka-chan. Why on earth would I put in so much effort to try and sell you on such silly thing?”

“Because you find it funny. I don’t know exactly what goes on in your head, nor do I claim to.”

“You really think so low of me? When have I ever lied to you?”

“When I was six and swallowed a lavender melon seed, you told me it would grow in my stomach and out of my ear and that we would have to hire a gardener to come by once a week to trim the tree. You even started asking me my opinion on bonsai.”

“That was when you were six. Name another time.”

“Alright, fine. That time when you told me that I could use cheddar cheese in cheesecake instead of cream cheese. And then bought me an entire block of it and asked me to bake one for you to take with you the next time you had to visit the Guuji..”

“Now that one you should have realized was off on your own. I can hardly be blamed for you taking me at my word on that one.”

“Or the time when — “

Ayato turns to Thoma, “Do I really joke around with her that much?”

“You clown on her every time you see her,” Thoma says flatly, “This is entirely your fault.”

“Fine, fine, fine, it’s my fault. I’m sorry.” Ayato frowns. “But on this one I’m being entirely, one hundred percent sincere.”

“That’s what you said when you told me that people in Liyue don’t distinguish between spicy and non-spicy food because they only have spicy food and that’s the only flavor they have.”

Ayato presses his fingertips together, breathing out long and quiet as he brings his fingertips up to press against the tip of his nose.

“Alright. Fine. As proof of my sincerity and in confidence in a person’s definite and very real existence, I am willing to bet on this. Arataki Itto is a real person and no one is lying to you about this. I will bet whatever you want on this, Ayaka. Just tell me your terms.”

“This is the easiest bet I will ever win,” Ayaka declares. “If Arataki Itto is real bring him to the tea house tomorrow. Noon. If you can’t get him to show up then you’re taking me to my favorite desert shop and I’m going to get the largest bowl they have of anmitsu with every single topping they have. Bet?”

“Bet.”

-

“I can explain,” Ayato says as soon as Ayaka enters the room that is decidedly bereft of any white haired men in the possession of a cow. Ha. Easy win. She knew it. She absolutely knew it. She didn’t eat breakfast because she knew she was going to win. She’ll have plenty of room to eat to her heart’s content.

“Pay up. I hope you remembered to bring cash. They don’t take card.”

“No. I can explain.”

“I’ve wasted enough of my life on this particular prank of yours.” Ayaka turns around, pulling out her phone to call the desert shop. It’s only polite since she’ll be placing a very large, very unusual order. And because she’ll be bringing her brother with her, who tends to always draw a crowd wherever he goes just because of who he is. And because he has, or so she’s been told repeatedly, a face to die for.

“He’s gone to Watatsumi,” Ayato says, reaching out to close the door to the private room before she can leave. “I just found out earlier today. It was very last minute. Apparently someone invited him to share a gym membership there so he’s going to see what it’s like.”

“You’re telling me that the man went all the way to Watatsumi island — which is, as we are all aware of, currently the hotspot of our civil war — just to try a gym membership?” Ayaka can’t help it. She kicks her brother in the shin. And then starts smacking his arm. Forget dignity and manners. This is a matter of self-respect at this point. “What is the matter with you? If you’re going to make a fool of me at least lie better! Have some respect and put in an effort!”

  



3. the way to the heart through the stomach

Summary for the Chapter:
            “You think my ex — you think I was in a relationship — you think me and — Sangonomiya Kokomi? Sangonomiya Kokomi? The leader of the independence movement causing a civil war in Inazuma, the same civil war I am currently fighting to end — “ Sara’s brain can’t wrap itself around the idea. Well. Yes. It can. But it doesn’t want to. Sara doesn’t want it to. “What?”

Arataki puts his finger to her mouth, other arm going around her shoulders and bringing her in for a hug. He pats her back.

“Shhh. It’s okay if you can’t talk about it right now. I get it. Some hurts just don’t heal. I’ve got your back, Kujou. It’s gonna be alright.”

“I’m dead and this is hell,” Sara whispers. “This is divine punishment for something.”

Arataki sniffles, “Your heart will love again, Kujou. Maybe not today, maybe not tomorrow. But it will.”

          


    
    This is what Sara gets for going outside. This is what she gets for listening to unsolicited advice. It had seemed like logical, reasonable advice. It seemed like good advice, even. Go outside, one of her lieutenants had said. Go outside, feel the wind, get some fresh air, look at the sky. Eat your lunch and don’t look at your phone. This seemed, at the time, sound. The idea of getting away from the seemingly endless list of reports that she needed to review, approve, write, submit, and organize was growing more daunting by the second. The only thing worse than that was the synchronized ticking of the wall clock to the alert sounds from both her phone and her computer signaling that not only did she have a new message but also a new email, a new task assignment, and a missed call.

Sara, if she were the type of person to make such jokes, would say that she’s never been this popular or in demand in her life. She is not the person to make these kind of jokes, and even if she were, she’s so beyond tired that she doesn’t think she’d have the energy to make it anyway.

And so she went outside. She went outside with her meager lunch and sat down in one of the many gardens of the Shogunate’s offices. She sat down and ate and tried to taste something that wasn’t her own exhaustion and tried to forcibly drag her mind away from literally everything and anything and focus on the blue sky above her.

It was almost working.

She doesn’t know how, exactly, she got from staring at the sky and almost attaining some semblance of peace, to this. But here she is.

Here he is.

“Your cow needs to be on a leash,” Sara reminds Arataki what feels like the hundredth time.

Arataki half-heartedly raises his hand, waggling the colorful scarf he’s tied to Ushi’s bell collar.

“An actual leash, that doesn’t count and you know that.”

“Oh come on, it’s not like Ushi will do anything,” Arataki rolls his eyes. “I wager he’s better trained than some of your own recruits. Isn’t that right, Ushi-chan?”

Ushi lows quietly, large eyes blinking at Sara like a polite hello. In all honesty, Sara likes the cow. Bull. Pet. She likes him a lot more than she likes Arataki Itto. He’s quiet, well behaved, and actually a little cute.

“What is he wearing?” Sara frowns as Arataki has Ushi do slow little circle to show off whatever it is that’s now on his back.

“It’s his anxiety blanket.” It does not look like a blanket and Sara has never seen Ushi act anxious before. By the time Ushi has finished his turn, he fixes Sara another look with his large brown eyes. If cows could talk, this one would be saying “just go with it”.

“Right.”

“But that’s not important. What’s up with you?” Arataki invites himself to sit down on the grass next to her, immediately leaning in to look over her lunch. “So even the scary Kujou Sara needs to eat, huh? I have to say, I imagined you as the kind who’d just be shoving protein bars and shakes in day in, day out.”

Sara throws her elbow up, trying to hold her lunch steady while fending of Arataki’s attempts at stealing some of it. The nerve of him. She doesn’t know how he’s so — like this. Does he just immediately invite himself into familiarity with everyone? 

“A balanced diet is essential to being able to do your job,” Sara snaps. “I suppose you’d know that if you had one.”

“I’m telling you! I have a job! I’m the founder and leader of the great Arataki gang!”

“You’re jobless. Your job doesn’t do anything and you have no real income — Arataki!”

The man has somehow managed to snake an arm around hers to snag a piece of asparagus with his fingers, which he immediately pops into his mouth.

Arataki pulls back to dodge, though Sara is too shocked to retaliate. He chews, humming to himself as he licks his fingers.

“You make this?” He asks.

“Yes,” Sara says, “And I don’t recall offering any to you.”

“Don’t be stingy. Don’t you feel any pity for me? You keep ignoring me! I could be offended by that you know? But I’m giving you the benefit of the doubt here. So I came to visit you today. Aren’t you honored?”

“No. I’m not.”

“Anyway, you made this, yeah?” Arataki tilts his head back and forth, side to side. “Needs more garlic.”

She can’t believe she’s hearing this.

“What?”

“How much did you use?”

“The recipe said two cloves.”

“Ok, but how many did you use?”

“Two cloves.”

Arataki stares at her. Sara watches as some kind of epiphany drags itself across his features. “Oh,” he says slowly, the syllable extending unreasonably long. “You’re one of those people.”

“What is that supposed to me, Arataki?” Sara snaps.

“You’re the type of person who just sticks to the recipe. You know, when they say two cloves, they actually mean the whole bulb.”

“What? No. That’s too much garlic.”

“No, it’s just enough. Trust me on this.” Arataki gasps, bringing a hand up to his mouth as he stares at her with wide eyes. “Holy shit. Is this why your ex left you? Because you don’t cook with enough garlic? Holy shit, Kujou.”

Sara stares at him, torn between gaping and punching him in the face.

“What ex?” She has many questions. But for whatever reason, this one jumps to mind first.

“What ex? Wow. You blocked out the memory of your own ex dumping you. Was it really that bad of a break up? Damn, Kujou. I’m learning more about you today than I ever thought possible. You know, I always figured that the best way to learn about someone was to exchange fists with them but wow.”

Sara, for reasons she can’t put to words, looks at the cow. As if the cow is the key to unlocking this mystery. The cow, however, looks just as baffled as she does. She swears that the cow has some level of consciousness much higher than it should be. Probably higher than Arataki’s at times.

Arataki slaps her on the back and Sara just barely saves the remains of her lunch from spilling out onto her lap and the grass. 

“You need help learning to cook, Kujou? This may surprise you but I’m actually pretty decent at it,” Arataki declares. “I can give you some pointers. We’ll win your ex back no problem. I mean. I always figured it was the long distance thing that got you — “

“What in the name of every Archon in existence are you talking about Arataki?” Sara barks, slamming the lid back down on her lunch box. Apparently there will be no eating done right now. “Did you get concussed on the way here?”

How did he even get through the front gate with his cow, anyway?

“Uh. The priestess?” Arataki squints at her. “The pink one? Long hair, blue eyes, lives on Watatsumi? Real nice lady.”

Sara feels her lunchbox slip from her fingers and thump onto the ground next to her. She doesn’t look to see if it opened or not. She just stares at Arataki.

“You think my ex — you think I was in a relationship — you think me and — Sangonomiya Kokomi? Sangonomiya Kokomi? The leader of the independence movement causing a civil war in Inazuma, the same civil war I am currently fighting to end — “ Sara’s brain can’t wrap itself around the idea. Well. Yes. It can. But it doesn’t want to. Sara doesn’t want it to. “What?”

Arataki puts his finger to her mouth, other arm going around her shoulders and bringing her in for a hug. He pats her back.

“Shhh. It’s okay if you can’t talk about it right now. I get it. Some hurts just don’t heal. I’ve got your back, Kujou. It’s gonna be alright.”

“I’m dead and this is hell,” Sara whispers. “This is divine punishment for something.”

Arataki sniffles, “Your heart will love again, Kujou. Maybe not today, maybe not tomorrow. But it will.”

-

“You’ll win her back eventually,” Arataki says. “I mean. An apology wouldn’t hurt but — “

“What makes you think I’m the one in the wrong?” Sara snaps. Her patience is at a record low. There’s rice paper out there that’s sturdier than her endurance right now. It’s been weeks of Arataki Itto pestering her with his — his delusions of what’s going on. And nothing Sara has said has convinced him otherwise of them. He seems to be locked in on this idea that she’s suffering from a truly heart breaking separation with Sangonomiya Kokomi.

Even worse, it’s evolved into —

Into they were actually married and are now living separated lives while considering divorce.

Putting aside literally everything else that she’s already told him to try and wake him up to reality, Sara has got to have at least five or six years on Sangonomiya. Also, Sara is pretty sure that Sangonomiya and that right hand of hers, Gorou, have something going on there.

Sara isn’t sure what the details are, but the two of them are close and they definitely put quite a lot of trust in each other. Frankly Sara thinks they’d be a nice, appropriate couple. Although the power dynamics might be hard to work around. Gorou’s a good man and loyal to a devastating fault. It might turn around to bite him in the ass one day.

“Uh. Because it’s you?”

Sara, technically, is off the clock. So it doesn’t count as police brutality if she turns around and punches Arataki right in the kidneys. Not that he’d accuse her of that to start with.

Arataki groans, curling over his torso, “Nice punch. But you really got to learn how to work things out with, like. Words. I’m just saying making her a nice dinner with an appropriate amount of garlic and seasonings to go with an apology for whatever you did — “

Sara wouldn’t say that she’s running away. Kujou Sara has never run away from anything in her life. But she definitely isn’t walking.

-

Gorou gives Sara a stiff, but formal, nod as he passes by her. She nods back, taking a seat at the table with Sangonomiya. She’s surprised that Gorou isn’t going to be in attendance with them. He’s put in as much work towards these peace talks as anyone. And Sara’s found that he tends to help even out tempers on both sides of the table. He’s been on the frontlines and seen by enough people that he’s earned respect from some of the most stubborn on the Shogunate’s side. While Sara and Sangonomiya themselves are generally seen as in some kind of rank or station above everyone else, irreproachable and irrefutable, Gorou seems more grounded, more accessible. People are willing to bargain and challenge Gorou and say what they feel needs to be said to his face instead of holding it back and keeping the discontent buried.

“Have fun,” Sangonomiya says as Gorou walks past her, earning a sharp glare from the man and an unusual flush. Sara watches the man retreat at speed as Sangonomiya chuckles. As soon as the door has closed on him the priestess meets Sara’s eye with a suspiciously mischievous smile that makes Sara think of the Guuji of Narukami island. Is that particular brand of look inherent to being the head priestess of a religion? “Apologies, Kujou-san. I know that Gorou was originally scheduled to be with us for this part of the discussion but there’s something else that’s come up that requires his personal attention.”

Sara nods her head, something about the way Sangonomiya says the words “personal attention” sounds like she’s aware of some strange joke that Sara should be laughing at.

“Kujou-san, tell me, are you familiar with a man named Arataki Itto?”

Sara pauses in the middle of tapping in her passcode to unlock her tablet.

A dozen different thoughts run through Sara’s mind at once.

Why does Sangonomiya Kokomi know the name of Arataki Itto? Why is she asking Sara about Arataki Itto?

Why does Arataki seem to know everyone of importance in Inazuma? Sara knows for a fact that Arataki and Kamisato Ayato are…well. Sara doesn’t know if they’re friends. She’s sure Arataki thinks that he’s friends with that snake of a man. But Sara is almost entirely certain that Arataki is a mouse that doesn’t know it’s trapped in a maze of snake coils. Kamisato is just waiting for the most opportune moment to strike and swallow the other man whole.

Good riddance, Sara would say. And the sooner the better, for everyone’s peace of mind. If Kamisato keeps Arataki holed up in his estate somewhere, occupied with all manner of entertainments then that’s less trouble he’s causing literally everywhere else for everyone else.

Too bad Arataki, himself, is oblivious to Kamisato’s advances. At this point Sara doesn’t know if she feels sorry for Kamisato or not. On one hand, it’s very entertaining to see him fail to get his way. On the other hand — it’s been months of this and there are only so many times Sara’s willing to listen to Kamisato complain about it before she gives up and forces him to be blunt. It’s not an easy task to get Kamisato Ayato to be straightforward, but someone has to do it and it’s certainly not going to be his sister or his assistant.

Every thankless job in Inazuma is, somehow, always hers.

If Sangonomiya knows Arataki, how much does she know? Does he talk to her? Does he talk to her about Sara? Has he, somehow, let slip that he thinks Sara and Sangonomiya are exes?

“What did he do?” Sara asks. She carefully puts her tablet down flat on the table. Her self control is usually pretty good, but when Arataki comes into the equation all bets are off.

“Hm, why do you assume he did anything?”

“Are you going to tell me he didn’t?”

“He hasn’t done anything on Watatsumi that’s illegal,” Sangonomiya says, “Though really some of it is only by technicality.”

Sara wonders how unprofessional it would be for her to say that Watatsumi can keep him and Sara wouldn’t want to extradite him back to Narukami.

“We’ve talked a little. I didn’t know you’d be such good friends with…such a character like that, Kujou-san.”

Sara blinks at Sangonomiya.

“Did he tell you we’re friends?”

“He said that he’s teaching you to cook.”

Sara’s going to squeeze his neck so hard his head pops right off. She’s going to grab him by the hair and fling him straight into the sun. She’s going to crack every bone in his stupid body. She’s going to abduct his cow and keep it on her property. She’s going to throw beans at him every time she sees him. Arataki Itto is a dead man walking.

“He isn’t,” Sara says. “Ignore what he says. He’s delusional.”

“He did mention it’s a sore spot for you,” Sangonomiya smiles. “Apparently you don’t season your food strongly enough.”

Sara can’t believe this is happening to her. She can’t believe this is an actual conversation that’s playing out right this moment. Would she be putting peace talks in jeopardy if she snapped at Sangonomiya? Would she be threatening their truce if she started arguing right now?

“I’d listen to him if I were you,” Sangonomiya continues, either oblivious to how close Sara is to breaking truce and storming out of here to commit violence on Watatsumi soil, or entirely aware and uncaring about it. “The way through a man’s heart is through his stomach, or so I’ve been told. And compromises need to be made for any relationship to flourish. I know that the two of us rarely, if ever, see eye to eye. But I respect you, Kujou-San. And I do find Arataki-san to be a good spirit. The two of you would make an excellent match if — “

“Excuse me?”

“Am I overstepping?” Sangonomiya brings a hand up to her mouth. “Apologies if that’s so. I have a habit of doing that sometimes. You can ignore me if you like. I realize I’m in no position to be giving you relationship advice.”

“You think I’m in a relationship with Arataki Itto?” Sara whispers, not trusting her voice with anything above a mumble. Any louder and she might start screaming.

“I think you could be,” Sangonomiya corrects. “If you cooked with a little more garlic.”

 

  



4. a balanced diet

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Can I direct you into leaving so I don’t have to see you and Arataki being flamboyantly affectionate?”

“Only you, Kujou-san, would call an innocent guiding hand on the waist, flamboyant.”

“For you, Kamisato-san, it’s practically the same as if you threw yourself onto him.” Kujou eyes him. “It’s unlike you to be so blatant. Having trouble?”

“There is no mountain that can’t be overcome with the right amount of effort and technique,” Ayato recites. “As the waters can erode even the tallest of mountain ranges with time and repeated efforts, so too will I get my man.”

          


    
    The day that Kamisato Ayato finally meets his match is, for the most part, entirely unremarkable. In fact, most people wouldn’t be able to tell this day as different from any other except maybe to say that it was unusual for Kamisato himself to have actual free time to be idling about Inazuma City. But there he was. Idle and watching the busy midday streets from the shaded second story window of a cafe.

“Thoma,” Ayato says suddenly, cutting Thoma off from his recollection of events that led up to him having to collect Sayu from the Grand Narukami Shrine earlier that week. “What’s that going on over there, by the Yae Publishing House?”

Thoma slides across the bench of the table they’re seated at so he can look out the window. There is a particularly busy crowd.

“Maybe someone is doing a signing?” Thoma squints, trying to see past his reflection in the glass.

“Hm, no,” Ayato narrows his eyes, lips thinning. “That old witch is up to something.”

Kamisato Ayato is possibly the only person short of the Shogun herself who would dare call the Guuji an old witch without any hesitation or remorse. Thoma doesn’t dare claim to say he understands that peculiar relationship, but if asked he would say that Ayato and the Guuji probably get along so poorly is because they’re remarkably similar. Really, underneath it all, he thinks they’re probably friends. It’s a complicated thing that Thoma doesn’t dare examine too closely.

Before Thoma can attempt to assure his boss, his friend, his brother, that not everything revolves around his frenemy relationship with the head priestess of the Narukami Shrine, the crowd shifts.

There’s a loud commotion that, even from this distance, can be heard as exuberant cheering and yelling.

“Oya?” Out of the corner of Thoma’s eye, he sees Ayato leaning closer towards the window, a faint smile pulling at the corners of his eyes and mouth. Thoma’s stomach does a backflip of dread. Ayato looks interested now. Ayato looking interested in something is rarely a good thing. “Well, well, well. Would you look at that.”

“I’m looking, I’m looking.” Thoma’s just not sure what he’s seeing. He squints, nose practically  pressed agains the glass. “Is that Arataki Itto?”

“The one Sayu-chan holds a grudge against? He was never described to me as a literary type.”

Thoma just barely can make out a splash of light brown and blue-green. Ah.

“Oh, it’s a Miss Hina event.” Always a crowd drawer. Miss Hina’s fans take their devotion to the columnist beyond what you would consider normal. You’d think the woman was some sort of idol or actress of some kind. Though Thoma has to admit, based on the few pictures he’s seen of her — there are only a few, her fans really are dedicated. Miss Hina is notoriously private and any unlicensed photos of her are immediately taken down due to the overwhelming pressure that comes from both her fans and the publishing house itself — she is very pretty. 

“The advice columnist?” Ayato sounds skeptical. 

“She gives good advice,” Thoma shrugs. He’s written in himself one or twice. He keeps clippings of her responses in his desk drawer. 

“Is that a cow? Is that part of the event?”

“No. That’s Arataki-san’s cow,” Thoma says. “He looks like he’s grown a little since I saw him last.”

“You know Arataki Itto?”

“I’ve talked to him a few times. I wouldn’t say I know him.”

“Hm. That makes things a little harder then.”

“Harder?”

Thoma turns back towards Ayato. Ayatao is leaning his chin on his hand, palm cupping his smile as he watches the crowd of Miss Hina fans.

“He seems like a character,” Ayato says. “I almost can’t believe I’m going to sleep with him.”

Years of exposure to Ayato’s particular brand of candor have inured Thoma to shock at such, frankly, bold and out of the blue statements.

“I mean. You don’t have to,” Thoma replies.

“Oh no,” Ayato’s eyes narrow into upward curves, “I’m going to. In fact, I think I’m going to go introduce myself right now.” 

-

Ayato is one hundred percent willing to own up to being a little shallow at times. And probably to being a little too casual to be respectable. In his defense, he’s a very busy man in a high profile position. He rarely has time to actually date. And most people who want to date him want to date him because he has money, prestige, family history, and power. He can’t fault anyone there. He’s an absolute catch. It only makes sense that people want to go after him for that.

Ayato goes into this with the full intention of just having some fun. Arataki seems like the type for a good time. He’s certainly easy on the eyes. And Ayato really shouldn’t be one to judge based on appearance and rumor, but the man does have a — how would one phrase it? Bad boy reputation? 

Ayato introduces himself to the tall — taller than himself, even. And it isn’t very often Ayato has to look up to meet someone’s eyes. It’s an experience that makes his stomach do a little flip. — white haired man and finds that with every word out of the other man’s mouth that his own interest just gets higher and higher. Ayato looks at the taller man with the long white hair, the several piercings, the thick bold lined tattoos, the make up, and the muscles visibly straining against his tight shirt and thinks: yes.

He might be the leader of the Yashiro Commission and the head of one of the oldest and most prestigious families in Inazuma, but he’s still just a man. A man with wants and needs and thoughts and interests. Can he be faulted for having a few indecent thoughts and intentions now and again? Is he not allowed to seek out his own pleasures, whatever they may be, when he can?

Frankly, he doesn’t expect much resistance. He’s well aware of how devastating his face can be to people’s rationality. It’s one of his most lethal assets. And really, he’s not going into this for anything much deeper than some fun, stress relief, and fond memories to look back on.

So Ayato introduces himself. He shakes Arataki’s hand. He makes small talk. He asks about the event and gets a very thorough and passionate explanation of the Miss Hina advice column. Miss Hina, herself, is making one of her rare public appearances today for a brief signing and photo-session. Arataki had been waiting in line since before dawn. Arataki proudly shows Ayato the picture he had taken with the woman. 

Miss Hina has already left for the day — it really was a brief appearance, which seems to have made her assembled fans even more enthusiastic about her. Ayato has to give credit where it’s due, the Guuji is a mastermind at manipulation. She’s somehow created artificial scarcity for a person seemingly without any ill effects. — but her fans are still hanging around to talk with each other and wax poetically over Miss Hina’s many virtues.

Now Ayato does have a moment where he wonders if Arataki Itto might be straight, based solely on the man’s enthusiasm for the woman. But Arataki’s eyes follow Ayato’s hand as Ayato moves to push some of his hair behind his ear, and his eyes definitely linger on Ayato’s beauty mark more than once.

Ayato definitely has a shot here and he’s definitely going to take it. Maybe not right this second — he does have a schedule to keep. But this will be an interesting side-project to focus on when he has the time to really devote his attention to it.

-

The idea that Arataki Itto could have ever been a side project is taken out back and shoved into a fast moving river almost as quickly as Ayato comes up with it.

What really changes things is when sees the man interacting with an old woman he later finds out to be the woman who raised him, affectionately called Granny Oni. There’s just something about a man who looks like that being so sweet and obediently being chided by an elderly person that tugs at Ayato’s heart. It’s a lovely scene.

And then he sees Arataki playing with several children, earnestly trying to beat them at whatever games they’ve come up with and sincerely losing. But being a good sport about it. It’s some step beyond tugging at the heart strings and straight into yanking at them.

And then he sees the man walking his cow. This should be illegal, and probably is, but this takes Ayato’s heart strings, cuts them, and then yanks his heart right out of his chest and onto a platter. An uncomfortable situation for it to be in, considering the fact that Ayato forgets he has one sometimes. He knows he has one, but usually he has to put it aside in a little corner of his mind in order to get things done.

How unusual and out of character for it to make itself and its ideals known right this very second. 

But it, his heart, has settled. It’s made up its peculiar little mind. This far and no farther. Here’s where Ayato’s interests, affections, and thoughts for the foreseeable future will rest. On this man’s shoulder’s. 

This won’t be a dalliance: it shall be a full on courtship with hopes of domesticity and possibly marriage, if Arataki is into that sort of thing. Ayato is. He definitely is.

There will be no shallowness, no ephemeral experiences here. Just full on devotion and dedication to the cause. The cause being Arataki Itto and whatever it takes to get him to be Ayato’s boyfriend, husband, life partner, whatever. As Ayato comes to this realization he’s been assailed by visions of the man in Ayato’s house. Not even his bed. In his house: lazing about the garden in the summer with some watermelon and a fan, standing up tall to reach the rafters to hang a teru teru bozu, flipping through old family photo albums and teasing Ayaka about some of her baby pictures, falling asleep under the kotatsu while the New Years bells ring. His heart has skipped straight past any honey moon stage and made itself perfectly at home with absolute domestic bliss.

“Well,” Ayato says to himself as he watches Arataki Itto start climbing the main tree in the center square of Inazuma City to get a young girl’s balloon out of its branches. Visions of the man playing card games with Ayaka, eating dinner at the table with his sister and Thoma, and Ayato going alongside him as Arataki walks his cow continue to fling themselves, at alarming speed and clarity, across Ayato’s eyes. “This is inconvenient.”

“What is?” Thoma asks, nudging Ayato’s back. “We’re going to be late. And you almost walked into traffic. What’s going on with you?”

“I think I’ve caught something, Thoma.”

“What? This time of year? What are you feeling right now? I can duck into a pharmacy real quick if you can get us a taxi.”

“I think I’ve caught feelings,” Ayato declares. “I haven’t even slept with the man yet. This is remarkably out of order. Thoma, is this how it’s normally supposed to go? I don’t think it is. Hm. This is unfortunate. It calls for a significant change in strategy.”

“I don’t want to know about your seduction techniques, I want to know if you’ve managed to call a cab.”

Ayato sighs. “You should know because you’re going to be helping me, you know. And yes, I’ve called a cab. Relax. Traffic isn’t that bad. We’ll make it in time.”

“I’m not helping you.”

“Yes you are. Because I’m going to need to bribe Yae Miko. I can’t just go to her with a custom order from a restaurant. It’s uncanny — the woman can eat a piece of unseasoned tofu and tell you the exact price it cost you to buy it. She’s wasted as a priestess. Talk about a waste of talent.”

-

Ayato breezes past the attending shrine maiden standing in front of the Guuji’s main offices. He hears her falling into step behind him but this one has been around long enough to know there’s no point in stopping him.

He slides the screen door to Yae Miko’s office open without any preamble and declares, “I’ve brought you bribes, hag. You have something I want and I’m going to get it one way or another.”

Yae Miko looks up at him, expression arranged into such blatant disgust that Ayato can’t help but mirror it.

“Who are you calling hag, you miserable little brat?” 

“You talk like that and have the shamelessness to call yourself a shrine maiden?” Ayato snipes back. “Surely there’s some demons in hell that require your overbearing presence to terrify them into orderly conduct.”

“Ha! What would you know of orderly conduct, you snake? Where’s my bribe?”

Ayato holds up a lacquered four tier bento box.

Yae Miko’s eyebrows raise as she gestures for him to sit opposite her. “Oh, this better be good.”

“I need everything you have on Arataki Itto,” Ayato tells her as she opens the first tier. 

Yae Miko’s finger pause as she’s about to pick up one of the immaculately made Inari-zushi. She stares at him, eyes wide.

“The white haired boy with the cow? Why? Is he on the watch list now? That seems more like a Kujou thing than a you thing. Is she that overworked with the peace negotiations with the independence movement?”

Ayato folds his hands in his lap. “He’s on my watch list that’s for certain.”

There’s a very brief moment in which his words seem to flow over the woman’s head. And then they backtrack and slap her across the face. Yae Miko’s jaw falls open, before she whispers, sounding shell shocked, “You absolute dog.”

“Rude.”

“Really? I mean. Yes, he’s one tall glass of water. But. Really? He’s not your usual type.” Yae Miko narrows her eyes at him. “You usually enjoy something more substantial.”

Ayato flicks his bangs out of his eyes, “We all need a little junk food in our lives. Isn’t that why you let so much trash get published in your little publishing house?”

“Watch it. You’re here to ask me for a favor.” Yae Miko drums her fingers on her desk, eyes flicking from Ayato to the four tiered box. “I’ve never known you to put this much effort into something like this.”

“Hm. As you said, he’s not my usual type. Aside from him being very beautiful,” Ayato shrugs. “And maybe I’m trying something new.”

“You hate trying new things.”

“Wrong. I am often curious about trying new things. I just tend to get others to try those new things for me to confirm if they’re worth it, first. But this is one instance in where I’d rather be the first one in.” Ayato pauses. “Maybe the only one in. And never out. It’s a concept I’m still trying to get my head around.”

Yae Miko makes a face at him. It’s like she shoved an entire lemon in her mouth. 

“You caught feelings, didn’t you?” She finally says. “And here I thought you preoccupied yourself with eating the hearts of others, not getting yours eaten. That poor boy has no idea what he has coming to him, does he? Should I be preparing for a wedding or a funeral?”

“Oh, they never do. Now. What do you have for me?”

-

Finding Arataki Itto alone is surprisingly easy. According to Sayu he’s often in the woods near the Kamisato estate at the bottom of the mountain collecting beetles for fighting competitions. Ayato, himself, he’s never partaken in a bug fighting competition but that’s mostly because whatever kind of childhood that would entail bug fighting competitions was swiftly and decisively ruled out for him when he took on the mantle as head of the family.

Ayato takes Arataki’s much larger, warmer hand in his own and smiles. “What a coincidence to meet you here, Arataki-san. Enjoying the scenery?”

“Call me Itto,” the man says, “Arataki is way too formal. Only my opponents and people who are like. Mad at me call me Arataki.”

“Then I insist on you returning that, Itto-kun. Call me Ayato.” 

Itto grins at him, broad and unsuspecting. “Sounds fair, Ayato-kun. You know, I thought you’d e a lot more. I dunno. Stuffy. Glad to know that’s not true. Say, you know anything about beetle fighting?”

Ayato knows nothing about beetles at all, but he’s eager to learn.

-

Most of Ayato’s duties are around Narukami and Ritou islands. It is the rare occasion that draws him to Seirei or any of the other islands that make up Inazuma. He’s only been to Watatsumi once, when he was a young boy. He doesn’t think Ayaka was even born yet. It was for a family holiday, he thinks. It couldn’t have been for the Yashiro commission. 

In any case, he thinks Ayaka would love it here. It’s very beautiful. Very quiet. The buildings are old, he can practically feel their history.

“I appreciate you meeting with me,” Ayato says to Sangonomiya Kokomi. “Though I am surprised that you would request for me specifically. As you know, while the Yashiro Commission’s purview is predominantly over religious ceremonies and cultural preservation. Our influence leaves much to be desired when it comes to the actual negotiating table.”

“Regardless of what the Yashiro Commission’s scope encompasses, it does not change the fact that it is considered one of the more fair arms of the Shogunate’s triumvirate. You undersell yourself, Kamisato-san. Your shadow reaches far across Inazuma’s waters. The ripples of your leadership can be felt allot he way here in Watatsumi. From my point of view, your commission will play a pivotal role in what unfolds next. Ideally, for the better. Our better. Based on the direction the Yashiro Commission has chosen to take over the past few years this seems like a fair assumption to make.” Sangonomiya says. “And I do believe that is due greatly in part to your leadership, Kamisato-San. I do often wonder what sort of Inazuma we would be living in if you were in charge of one of the other commissions instead.”

“Most likely we would still be where we are now,” Ayato admits, “Though perhaps with a little more age and wisdom underneath our belts. Not that you need such a thing. They call you the Pearl of Wisdom, you know.”

“And they call you the Pillar of Fortitude,” Sangonomiya replies. “And I am not just referring to your ability to influence Inazuma using the Yashiro Commissions admittedly weaker powers of legislature. The Kamisato clan has not only persisted past its rough patch, but flourished under you. I’d wager you’re one of the people responsible for holding up the Shogunate from further civil war. Still waters reveal dark depths. Raised on Watatsumi, I cannot help but want to look in.”

“And now I’m starting to think you want something from me.”

“Don’t we all want something from someone?” Sangonomiya pauses as they come to a scenic vista at the edge of the main shrine. “I imagine that the independence movement will need everything and everyone we can get our hands on to put in a word for us where they can. Even the almighty eternity of the Shogunate cannot resist the waves of the people who build it.“

“Ah, you want a kind word. That I can do quite easily. No need to butter me up for that. Mind yourself, Sangonomiya-san.”

“Oh, that I already know. But it never hurts to put a face to the hand that writes the word, the mouth that creates the whisper, does it?”

“I do believe that you and I, Sangonomiya-san, shall be getting along quite well in the future,” Ayato says. “I’d love to introduce you to my sister the next time schedules clear up enough. Ideally without a pretext of business.”

“That does sound most lovely. I’ve heard many a great thing about your sister. It’s a shame your schedule is so short. There are a great many sights and wonders on Watatsumi that you ought to see.” Sangonomiya waves over one of the men who’ve been following behind to give them an illusion of privacy. “This is Gorou-kun. My second in command.”

A young man comes forward and gives Ayato a quick but perfect bow, extending his hand. He looks strangely familiar. It could just be that he has that sort of face, but Ayato has a fantastic talent for remembering people.

“I’ve heard many a great thing about your second in command,” Ayato says, taking the man’s hand in his own. “You’ve a reputation for yourself.”

“Thank you, sir,” Gorou says, rising out of his bow. 

“Gorou-kun tends to travel more than I do,” Sangonomiya says. “He’s a frequent visitor to Narukami island, actually.”

“Oh? You must send a message ahead of time the next time you come by. I’d be happy to have you over. We can exchange addresses if you’d like,” Ayato says. He reaches into his pocket to pull out his phone, out f the corner of his eye he sees Sangonomiya give Gorou a swift kick. Gorou muffles his reaction and turns to glare at her. She leans over and hisses something in his ear but Ayato can’t quite catch it. 

“I’d be happy to take you up on that offer,” Gorou says, quickly, pulling out his own phone. Just as he’s about to hand it to Ayato to enter his number, it lights up with a call. Ayato can’t help but blink, politely, when he sees a very close up but still flattering selfie of Arataki Itto squishing his face in close to Gorou’s. And without the man’s conscious choice, Gorou nearly drops the phone while whimpering, “Oh my god, no.”

“Arataki Itto is a well traveled man, it would seem. You could answer that, you know. I’m in no particular rush.”

Gorou scrambles to hang up, entire face growing bright red. His voice cracks when he answer. “No. Nope. I absolutely don’t have to. Uh, sorry. Uh. Here let me just. How about I call you? Or. I’ll enter it. Yeah. I can enter it.”

Ayato watches as Gorou fumbles to unlock his phone twice, several text chimes coming in at once that cause Gorou’s hands to shake even more. Ayato assumes it’s follow ups from Itto.

Gorou looks like he’s physically in pain as he switches his phone to silent and then clears his throat. “Uh. Yeah. Your number.”

Ayato glances over Gorou’s head at Sangonomiya, who’s watching them in the same way one would watch a particularly interesting and unexpected turn of events in a TV drama. 

“So. You. Um. You also know Arataki-san?” Gorou asks. He shows Ayato the number he entered on his phone and Ayato nods at him.

“Hm. Yes. He’s a fascinating man. He’s taught me about beetle fighting,” Ayato says. “He’s refreshing to be around, isn’t he?”

“Erm. Yeah. That’s one word for it. Sure.” Gorou clears his throat, quickly shoving his phone back into his pocket.

Ayato examines the young man again. Ah. Now he knows why the other man is so familiar. Ayato taps his fingertips against the side of his face. Gorou stares up at him, looking a lot like a puppy that’s been cornered by a much bigger dog. It’s cute. Ayato could eat him up in one bite. Adorable, really. 

Ayato winks at him and Gorou doesn’t exactly squeak, but it’s something similar.

“Another word would be invigorating,” Ayato says. “It’s wonderful to find someone else who’s as appreciative of Itto-kun as I am. I fear that he’s often looked down upon for the way he looks and speaks. He has remarkable insight and plenty to offer. And a personality that, it seems, draws others in close to him.”

Gorou looks like he’s rapidly planning the swiftest and least painful plan of retreat. This is a look Ayato gets often. 

“May I speak frankly, sir?”

“As you like.”

“Are you…interested in Arataki Itto?” Gorou meets Ayato’s gaze head on. “Romantically?”

“Very. Is it safe to say the same for you?”

“No. Not at all,” Gorou replies immediately. “I mean. Not that he isn’t a good romantic partner. Not that I would know. Or that I’m interested in knowing.”

“I think Sangonomiya-san has something to say about that.”

Gorou turns around to glare at Sangonomiya, who looks like she’s barely restraining the urge to film this conversation.

“If we’re being incredibly honest with each other, I’ll say that he’s a very desirable man and anyone who says otherwise is lying to themselves,” Ayato continues. “I can hardly begrudge you, or anyone else, for feeling attracted to him. And it’s not as though I have a monopoly on the man.”

Not yet, at least.

“Would you like one?” Gorou asks immediately, to which Sangonomiya coughs out something that sounds a lot like “Quitter.”

“I can give you advice,” Gorou says, glaring at Sangonomiya.

“We could give you advice,” Sangonomiya corrects. 

“You want to give me advice about boys?”

“One specific boy.”

“Well. This certainly isn’t how I thought this visit would turn out,” Ayato says, checking his phone. Sangonomiya has already added his number to a group chat. “But who am I to turn down some free advice?”

“You’ll be needing it,” Sangonomiya replies cheerfully. “Trust me. This is one mountain that’s going to need some persistent pounding to get through.”

Gorou covers his eyes with a hand. “This is worse. This is somehow worse.”

“You know, Sangonomiya-san. I think we’re going to be excellent conspirators.”

“Call me Kokomi, Kamisato-san. You and my best friend are lusting after the same man, and said best friend has decided to go all in to support setting you up. I think this automatically puts us past the point of formalities. Although, I’ll be honest with you, Kamisato-san. I think that if you were open to it, the both of you have a good shot winning Arataki over together.”

“Nope.” Gorou declares, “We aren’t going down that line of though. No. Nope. Not today, not ever. This is so wildly beyond what you both are here for.”

“It’s a type of peace talk, isn’t it?” Kokomi points out. “Historically speaking, there have been plenty of wars that have been solved with a marriage.”

“I wouldn’t be entirely opposed to it,” Ayato says. “You are certainly a very popular man, Gorou-kun. Anyone would be lucky to have you. And I wouldn’t say I’m the sort of person to have a type. You’re certainly handsome enough. And generous.”

Gorou looks like he wants to curl up on the ground right there. Ayato almost feels bad for teasing the man, but he does look so very cute when he’s ruffled up like that. Ayato is the sort of man who gets rather possessive of the few things he’s allowed himself to consider his own. But he doesn’t think he’d mind, very much, sharing with someone like Gorou. It could be an enlightening experience. 

“This is the exact shape and moment my sleep paralysis demons are going to be taking from now on,” Gorou half whispers to himself as Ayato offers his arm to Kokomi. She links hers with his as they continue their tour of the shrine, leaving the man to come to terms with what’s just happened on his own time.

“And I’ll have to ask that you call me Ayato, Kokomi-chan,” Ayato says. If he knew he had this kind of support waiting for him here he would’ve tried pushing to get here sooner. It’s not like Kujou’s been particularly thrilled to drop everything to come out here every month or so. “We should go out for dinner before I leave to celebrate the beginning of this beautiful partnership.”

“We absolutely should.”

-

“I can’t believe,” Yae Miko says as they finish reviewing the list of items needed for the upcoming festival, “that with the help of the Sangonomiya Kokomi, who’s kept the entire Shogunate army on a stand still with nothing but her own brains, her right hand man who’s fought Kujou Sara to a draw on multiple occasions, and the intel I’ve already given you, you still haven’t managed to get a date with Arataki Itto. Pathetic. I thought you had game.”

“Don’t be bitter just because your longtime girlfriend hasn’t pulled her head out of her depression spiral long enough to give you any,” Ayato replies. “Good things take time to build.”

“What are you building here, exactly? A bridge to Liyue?” Yae Miko rolls her eyes. “Face it. You don’t have any game. He’s not into you.”

“Everyone is into me,” Ayato says. “Don’t doubt the process.”

“Ha. Process, he says. What process? From what I see all you two do is hang out in the woods and play with bugs. I wish that could be a euphemism for something. Anything. Something interesting. Anything that isn’t what it actually is.”

“It’s called building up a rapport. Something you woudn’t know about. The most meaningful connection you have with anyone is the binding contract you’ve placed on their souls when whatever poor sap you conned sold it to you.”

“I should have you banned from the commission for lip. The mouth on you.”

“Jealous there aren’t any mouths on you?” Ayato snatches the documents from Yae Miko’s waiting hand as soon as she’s finished stamping them.

“I can’t wait until your sister is old enough for me to have you ousted.”

“Try it and see how far you get, hag. You think the people fear your more than they love me?”

“Don’t you have it in reverse, you snake? Now get out of here. Every moment with you is another moment of my life I’ll never snatch back from the jaws of death.”

-

After a dazzling interrogation from Kokomi that had Ayato truly digging deep to find a single kernel of shame, and coming up empty, the newest plan of attack is inviting Itto over for a home cooked meal. Cooked by Ayato.

“The way through a man’s heart is his stomach,” Kokomi says, “And I’ve seen what food can do to a person’s morale and opinions. Can you cook?”

“I can,” Ayato replies, “But part of being someone in charge of so many people involves knowing strengths and weaknesses. I wouldn’t say my weakness is cooking but it certainly isn’t going to be the thing I go down in history for.”

“Cook with him,” Gorou suggests, “It’s a bonding experience. I’ll send you some recipes if you don’t know what to try.”

“Am I inviting him over to eat or to cook?”

“Pick something you think you can pull off but would probably be fun to do with him,” Kokomi advises. “Maybe something foreign? Gorou, message Kaedehara-san to send you something from Liyue or Mondstadt. He knows that famous chef in Liyue, right? Have him ask her for something of easy to middle range difficulty.”

“On it.”

“This is an international effort now, is it?”

“It takes a village, or so they say.”

And that’s how Ayato comes to the present moment in time, where he’s handing off a list of ingredients to Thoma while he queues up instructional videos to watch before going to sleep.

Thoma’s eyebrows raise higher and higher up on his forehead as he goes through the list.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Thoma asks for the fifth time since Ayato brought up the new plan with him. “I can just cook and you can say you did it.”

“That lie will only hold up so long before it turns around to bite me,” Ayato points out. “As I’m so often reminded, the only things I can reliably make are tempura, eggs, and rice.”

“I’ve tried to teach you to cook since we were children and I still say that the fact that you can make those three things is excellent progress. You don’t need to make more. And you want to go from that to this?” Ayato waves the list. 

“They’re cold noodles,” Ayato says. “It’s just like soba isn’t it? It can’t be that hard.”

“Famous last words. Do you want me to make something in advance and put it in the refrigerator for you guys to eat if this doesn’t turn out well? Don’t answer that. I’ll do it anyway. Always have a back up plan.”

The cold noodles don’t turn out terrible. They’re edible. Nothing is raw or undercooked. The noodles stick together a little but they still taste fine. Itto doesn’t seem to be upset by them, and they had a nice time cooking them together. 

Eating them, now, however, Itto has an interesting expression on his face.

“Hey, Ayato-kun.”

“Hm?”

“What do you think of these?” Itto gestures at their bowls. “They turn out okay to you?”

“I think they’re fine for a first attempt,” Ayato answers. “They certainly won’t kill us.”

Itto hums, eyes focused on his face like he’s trying to find some hidden meaning to this. If there’s any deeper meaning to it, the only one Ayato can think of is the implication of wanting to try this again.

“It isn’t bland to you?”

“No.” If anything it seems a little too sweet for his own personal tastes. “We can alter the sauce now if you don’t like it.”

“Nah, it’s fine. We’ve already started eating. And it’s not like it tastes bad or anything,” Itto says replies with a slow his head. “You know what, Ayato-kun? I think I learned a lot about you today.”

Ayato finds his eyebrows raising in surprise. “Oh?”

Itto nods. But he doesn’t say anything else, quickly diving into a recount of his gangs latest adventure in the Inazuman countryside harvesting wild fruits with their newest member Takuya.

-

“You’re driving Thoma insane,” Yoimiya tells him.

“Hello, Yoimiya-chan. Are those new earrings? They look wonderful. Local craftsmen?”

“Yes, thanks, yes. Don’t distract me. You’re driving Thoma insane. Also, I can’t believe Ayaka still hasn’t met Arataki Itto. Are you making sure that they don’t run into each other on purpose?”

“Yoimiya-chan, have you seen what kind of damage my sister can do in a desert shop? I’m lucky they moved onto accepting card. Except for the part where I had to call the credit card company to tell them to unlock the card because no, I wasn’t robbed. It was, in fact, actually me who was buying that much in deserts. No, I wasn’t being held at gunpoint and I did not need extraction from a situation. Of course I’m not doing this on purpose. I’ve actively tried getting them in the same room together. It just hasn’t panned out yet.”

“Much like your progress with getting a date with Arataki Itto.”

“Watch yourself.”

“I’m stating facts here.”

“Have you considered a layer of tact? I know I often come across as composed and rather unaffected by such things, but I do have feelings.”

“When you say it like that it makes it less believable,” Yoimiya says, inviting herself to sit at the open cushion across from him. “Anyway. Do you want some help or not?”

“Am I in a position to deny help?” Ayato asks wryly. “I have to say that I am quite touched by how many people seem to be cheering me on in this. Even those who would be my rivals in love, as it were. I’m usually the sort who would gladly look the gift horse in the mouth just because I can, but in this instance I can’t seem to find the catch no matter how hard I look.”

“You are so gone over this guy. I can’t believe he hasn’t realized it yet.”

“Neither can I.” 

Ayato’s met Granny Oni in person. They’ve had tea together. He’s gone with her to calisthenics. He’s sat with her to listen to her stories. They have a text message history. He’s met the members of Itto’s so called gang. He’s taken Ushi to the vet. He’s taken Itto out for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. He’s bought the man clothes. They’ve gone cherry blossom viewing together. They’ve gone to the beach to pick clams. Itto still comes by every so often to give him cooking lessons.

Ayato’s really starting to consider getting himself absolutely wasted enough to say and possibly do something horribly blatant and out of character for himself. It really seems like it’s the only thing left he can do. Ayato just doesn’t know if he has the strength of will say the words “I think I’m in love with you” while sober. He barely even says the words to his sister. And the last time he did it she’d started to cry because she thought that one of them was dying.

(“You don’t just say that you love me,” Ayaka sobs, “What am I supposed to react to that with? Are you sure I’m not dying? Do you know something I don’t?”

“I can’t believe you aren’t even going to say it back,” Ayato says, pulling out a handkerchief and holding it up to her face. Ayaka’s hands shake so much she can’t even hold it so he helps her blow her nose.

“Of course I’m not going to say it back,” Ayaka hiccups, “No one is dying.”

“You two are disasters and I don’t know where I went wrong with you,” Thoma says from the side. “Now if you two are done with your theatrics, can I clear the table?”)

“He loves festivals. Take him to one,” Yoimiya says. “Foist off your duties on someone else and actually go to one of the festivals you’ve put together. Get him some yakisoba and a candy apple. He’s a simple guy who likes simple things. A lot of people gathering together to have fun with a lot of junk food is his idea of a great time.”

Ayato, personally, isn’t fond of crowds. And festivals in general have never been something he’s looked forward to. Mostly because he’s isn charge of planning a great deal of them. Some of the shine does tend to wear off a great holiday event when you’re the one planning every detail of said holiday event.

“I’ll tell you the best spot for viewing fireworks,” Yoimiya says, “And I’ll make sure it’s cleared out for just the two of you as long as you can get him there in time for the show to start. There is nothing more romantic in the entire world than kissing underneath fireworks. And nothing screams date like going to a festival. It’s a classic that’s appeared in every single light novel, webtoon, manga, and anime that features any kind of romance at all.”

“Are we reading the same books?”

“Trust. Just trust.”

-

“Air out the yukatas,” Ayato says as soon as Thoma picks up his phone. “I have a date.”

Thoma pins his phone between his shoulder and ear. “I have one question for you.”

“Yes.”

“Does Arataki-san know it’s a date?”

Thoma can hear Ayato’s brain slowing to a complete stop. And then slowly start up again.

“Bring out the yukata with the blue that matches my hair. With the wave pattern,” Ayato finally says, “And that one sash that’s very smooth and has a tendency to loosen the longer you wear it. The one with the silver thread. Check to see if Ayaka ever returned my lip gloss. The good one that has just a little bit of glitter in it.”

“Are you slutting it up?” Thoma pinches the bridge of his nose. “Ayato.”

“Desperate times call for desperate measures, Thoma-kun.”

“You’re going to have to just tell him plainly.”

“I’m Kamisato Ayato. I’ll sooner die than do something plainly.”

“At least tell me you aren’t aiming to put out on the first date. At least tell me that.”

“I’m going in this for keeps, Thoma-kun. First date, second date, third date — what does it matter when I’m the last person he’s ever going to date in his life?”

“Have you considered that maybe he’s straight and that’s why he hasn’t picked up on any of your, frankly, outrageous advances yet?”

Ayato laughs at him so hard that Thoma hears the man drop his phone. Thoma hopes that when he picks it up he spots his fallen dignity and lowered standards along the way.

-

Ayato is fairly sure that things are going swimmingly well. Itto is an absolute delight to be around. He’s very honest and he has very distinct and different opinions than most other people. And he doesn’t seem to be intimidated by him at all. Ayato can’t think of the last time he’s been to a festival and wasn’t working in some capacity. 

So far he’s made sure to stay close to Itto’s side. And if he’s made sure that the side he’s on is the side that has the best lighting to highlight his features and show of his best angles that’s Ayato’s business. It seems to be working. Itto’s cheeks are showing signs of a flush. That could be the excitement of the festival, but Ayato is being optimistic and is hoping it’s because of him.

Honestly, what’s the point in everyone telling you how beautiful you are if you can’t even get through to the person you’re actually trying to seduce?

Ayato’s been careful to only occasionally brush against Itto’s side, keeping his touches light and casual when they’re more purposeful. He’s ready to swear that the taller man has leaned into him a few times. Ayato’s having a hard time telling if the dilation of pupils is because of his actions or something else, but again. He can be a little optimistic here.

Ayaka had taken one look at him as he was going out the door before immediately declaring in a very loud and firm voice - completed by an impressively smooth and clean transition into a sword stance that was only missing a sword — that if she saw him at the festival she was going to pretend she didn’t know him, and that if he got home before her — if he ever loved her at all — then he would leave some kind of sign for her so she could sleep over at someone else’s house.

He’s raised that girl so well.

“Ah, Itto-kun,” Ayato reaches up to brush his thumb against the side of Itto’s jaw. The sticky, melting remnants of candied apple smear against his skin. Itto glances down at him sharply, pupils stark black against the amber of his eyes. Ayato smiles up at him, bringing his thumb to his own mouth to suck the sugar off. He pops his finger against the side of his lip as he releases it, watching Itto’s eyes track the movement. “Messy eater, are we?”

There’s a long moment where Itto’s eyes are fixed on Ayato’s mouth. And then Itto coughs — chokes —; his eyes flicking away like he’s trying to escape (there isn’t any to be found) or find something to distract himself with — Ayato dares him to find something more fascinating than himself. And then Itto’s eye catches on something and he grins, raising a hand to wave.

Ayato follows his line of sight to see Kujou Sara staring at them with an expression that combines dread, resignation, horror, and outrage.

Itto starts to walk towards her, much to Kujou’s visible displeasure, and Ayato quickly loops his arm around Itto’s waist. Itto pauses, mid step, looking down at him. Ayato smiles, carefully sliding the tip of his thumb into the gap between Itto’s sash and yukata. He can feel the heat of the man’s body through the thin layer of fabric as he strokes his thumb over the man’s waist.

“Ayato-kun?” 

Ayato smiles, leaning in, “It’s very crowded today, isn’t it? I’m worried I’ll get lost from you. Stay close to my side, won’t you?”

Itto starts coughing, but he doesn’t shrug Ayato off. The two of them make their way through the crowd towards Kujou. Kujou looks both like she wants to throw up and like she wants to rip Ayato’s hand off his body.

Kujou’s eyes meet his and Ayato tries to convey the words “jealous?” With his eyes alone. He’s not sure if he succeeds or not because Kujou looks strangely green. That’s either envy or she really doensn’t like Itto. Or Ayato. But he likes to think that his relationship with Kujou Sara has much improved ever since Yae Miko and Kujou got into that little spat a while back. Finally, someone other than him who recognizes that the Guuji of the Narukami Shrine is a poser.

Just before they reach Kujou, Itto’s attention is distracted by something else. Ayato’s is occupied with watching Kujou’s face somehow transition through several different shades of green, grey, ashen white, red, and back again all without her face even registering movement.

“Oh, hold on,” Itto says, dislodging Ayato’s hand, “I’ll be right back. Yoimiya-chan! Oi! Yoimiya-chan!”

Ayato watches the man quickly speed off into the crowd as he goes to stand next to Kujou.

“Working?” Ayato asks, “Are you stretched that thin on officers?”

“The festival this year is bigger than previous,” Kujou replies. “Which I’m sure you know since it was your commission that organized this and sent me the personnel requests.”

“I didn’t realize we were that thin though. If you want I can get you something to make up for it,” Ayato says, fully intending on going through with it. They’ve had their multiple differences over the years, but overall there are worse people to work with. Ayato would like to keep their relationship cordial, if nothing else.

“It’s fine. I’m surprised you were able to make it out,” Kujou replies. “I think I saw your sister earlier.”

“Point me what direction she went in so I know what direction to avoid.” As entertaining as it would be to introduce Ayaka to Itto, finally, it would probably also completely derail the entire evening.

“Can I direct you into leaving so I don’t have to see you and Arataki being flamboyantly affectionate?”

“Only you, Kujou-san, would call an innocent guiding hand on the waist, flamboyant.”

“For you, Kamisato-san, it’s practically the same as if you threw yourself onto him.” Kujou eyes him. “It’s unlike you to be so blatant. Having trouble?”

“There is no mountain that can’t be overcome with the right amount of effort and technique,” Ayato recites. “As the waters can erode even the tallest of mountain ranges with time and repeated efforts, so too will I get my man.”

Kujou doesn’t gag but it sure looks like she wants to.

“What do you even like about him?” Kujou asks him, arms crossed over her chest as she watches Arataki and Yoimiya arguing with each other. They’ve been swarmed by a veritable hoard of children who are cheering them on. “He’s an overgrown child.”

“Do you want a list?” Ayato asks, twirling some of his hair around his finger. “I’m quite certain that whatever is on my list is the same as whatever is on yours.”

Kujou blanches, sharp eyes snapping to glare at him.

“I’ll start,” Ayato continues. “He’s very handsome for one thing. Excellent visuals. I don’t think you’d disagree with me on that. I don’t think very many people would disagree with me on that. An absolutely delight with children. Sayu-chan excluded. And from what I’ve seen he’s wonderful with the elderly as well. That cow does seem to be fond of him, so I’d say he’s also good with animals. He also cooks. I think you know about that, though.”

“How many people is that delinquent running his mouth off to?” Kujou pinches the bridge of her nose. 

“Don’t underestimate me, Kujou-san,” Ayato clicks his tongue. “Itto-san’s been keeping your torrid secret of being unable to season food properly close to the chest.”

“Tell me you aren’t abusing your position as head of the Yashiro Commission for this.” Kujou says, expression going blank. He’s been working alongside the woman long enough to know it’s her default expression for when she isn’t sure what face she needs to be making and the threat of her true feelings being on public record is all too present. “Kamisato.”

“Of course not. As I said, don’t underestimate me. I don’t need to use official resources for this sort of side project.” Ayato waves his hand, pausing when he sees Itto looking their way. He waves. The man waves back. “Anyway, am I wrong?”

“You forgot the cow,” Kujou grudgingly admits. 

“I did not forget the cow, I clearly mentioned Ushi-chan earlier.”

“You mentioned the cow as an indicator that he’s good with animals. Ushi-san, himself, is a point all of his own.”

“You like the cow.”

“He’s a very well behaved cow. More behaved, I’d argue, than his owner.”

Fair assessment.

“Alright, but am I still wrong?”

Kujou scowls, clicking her tongue harshly. “No. Arataki is…appealing. In certain lights. I’ll admit to it. I do have eyes. And he does have his moments.”

“The ever righteous Kujou Sara admitting to being wrong? What’s next, Yae Miko will come down from that high horse of hers to admit she has gaudy tastes and a terrible personality?”

Kujou rolls her eyes, “Kamisato, you’re only saying that because she’s just like you and you can’t stand to be in your own company.”

“We were doing so well just now, Kujou. You didn’t have to ruin the moment,” Ayato scowls. “Just what part of me is like that woman anyway? I’m better looking. I’m smarter. I’m nicer. I’m richer. I’m better than she is in every way that counts.”

“Are you also more humble?” Kujou replies dryly. “Yes. I’ll admit to having, on the rare occasion, intrusive thoughts about Arataki Itto. But that’s just what they are. Intrusive thoughts. Idle things I have no intention of acting on.”

“Oya? Really?” Ayato turns his full attention onto the woman next to him, eyes roaming over her face for any tell that she’s lying. “Are you sure?”

“I am absolutely sure,” Kujou replies. “You can have him. Do us all a favor and keep him out of trouble. Get him to put his cow on a leash so my officers don’t have to keep giving him fines and tickets.”

Ayato smiles, putting a hand over his heart. “Kujou-san. I think this is the nicest thing you’ve ever done for me. And I’m including when you came to my parent’s funeral and glared at everyone who attempted to harass my sister. Is it because you’re really going after the Watatsumi priestess? Bold of you, Kujou-san. Very forbidden romance of you.”

Ayato quickly steps back to avoid Kujou’s kick.

“I bet you and Yae Miko are actually related,” Kujou declares. “If I went to look up your records I’d find something, I’m sure of it.”

“Back to the hurtful things! Every time our relationship takes one step forward it takes a giant lunge backwards. At the rate we’re going we might be luke-warm friends by the time we’re the Guuji’s advanced age.”

“And maybe by that time you’ll have gotten Arataki Itto to kiss you,” Kujou fires back. “Seriously. Just watching you walk over here was giving me second hand embarrassment. He has no idea you want him. I think all of Inazuma City who saw you with him just now knows you want him. What’s your plan for this, Kamisato-san? I’d rather you put the rest of us out of misery now.”

“What, are you going to give me tips? Don’t worry. For all of our sakes I’ll get this man.”

“Have you considered telling him you want him in your bed?”

“Correction: I want him in my house, my life, my family registry. Having him in my bed is a little perk.” Ayato pauses and corrects himself. “Well. If we’re assuming a fair size ratio, a big perk. And if we’re being generous, a very big perk. Ideally also very perky.”

Kujou, this time, does gag. “You’re disgusting.”

“Don’t be homophobic.”

Kujou looks like she’s going to kill him. Ayato beams at her. 

“Are you going to tell me you can’t be homophobic because you’re bi?” Ayato asks. 

“I don’t know why people think you’re a good person,” Kujou says. “I don’t even know why people count you as a person. Do you really have a plan to get through to him? That isn’t flat out telling him that you want to domesticate him?”

“Concerned for my wellbeing, are you? Of course I have a plan. If anything, I can just bring him home and give him the classic there’s only one bed.”

“You live in a mansion.”

“I plan on bringing him home very late.”

“I feel so sorry for your sister.” 

“I haven’t the faintest idea why you would. I’m a delight, you know.”

“All the more reason for me to feel sorry for her.”

Itto returns, Yoimiya with him, as Ayato is about to ask Kujou what she means. Itto looks between them, brows furrowing as he his steps slow.

“Hey, sorry for leaving you like that. Yoimiya-chan owes me money.”

Yoimiya shakes her head. “And you went and lost it to a bunch of kids in the same minute I handed it over to you.”

“Untrue. I saved some of it,” Itto replies, eyes still flicking between Ayato and Kujou. “You two doing alright?”

“Fine.”

“Better now that you’re here,” Ayato says, glancing away from Kujou. “Shall we, Itto-kun?”

“You done talkin’ already? ‘Sup, Kujou. Having fun?”

“Loads,” Kujou deadpans. “Move it along, Arataki-san.”

Itto frowns, crossing his arms as he looks between Ayato and Kujou again. He turns to Yoimiya.

“I see it.”

“You see what?” Yoimiya asks, eyes narrowing.

“Whatever you’re seeing is wrong,” Kujou cuts in.

Itto turns back to Ayato, putting one hand on Ayato’s shoulder and the other on Kujou’s. His eyes gleam beautifully in the lights from the festival lanterns, but for some reason the hair on the back of Ayato’s neck raises. Some instinct within him screams that he’s not going to like what happens next.

“I’m so sorry I misread your situation, Kujou,” Itto says. “But you should’ve just told me that you didn’t want to get together with your ex because you’ve moved on. And Ayato-kun — like. I get it. Politics and all. Even I know about how the Yashiro and Tenryou commissions clash. But you don’t need to use me as an excuse to see each other. If you wanted to see Kujou at the festival you should just go for it, Ayato-kun. I’m behind you two one hundred percent. I’m sure that Kokomi-chan will want wants best for you, Kujou. And if any of those stuffy clan elders give you grief I’ll give them a word or two, Ayato-kun!”

Ayato swears, hand to every god listening, he’s actually choking on blood right now.

Distantly, he hears Yoimiya scream into her hands. Kujou is audibly trying to hold back vomit.

Both of them are pulled into Itto’s chest as he crushes them together in a warm, horribly comfortable hug.

“I’ll give you two a moment to sort yourselves out,” Itto says, releasing them and dragging Yoimiya off into the crowd.

As he leaves, Ayato hears Itto telling Yoimiya —

“So this is why they both cook bland food. They were cooking for each other!”

At that, Kujou seems to pull herself out of her shock. She grabs Ayato by the front of his yukata and shakes him. Any other time he would be teasing her about police brutality. Except he feels like he’s slipped into some sort of parallel dimension where the sky is purple, water is green, and ground is blue.

“Get him drunk and fuck him within in inch of his life so he can never talk again, trick him into signing marriage documents, buy an entire plot of land just for his fucking cow, I don’t care how you do it, but if you don’t get together with that man and end this insanity I’m going to kill you both,” Kujou declares. “Or I’m going to find the deepest, darkest hole furthest away from Inazuma city I can and I’m going to dump you both in there until you get this out of your systems. I thought it was bad enough when he was trying to set me up with the leader of a rebellion but I would rather that any day than the thought of him trying to set me up with you. You snake.”

  



5. the many faces of kamisato ayato

Summary for the Chapter:
            Lumine gets a text from an unknown number that she can only guess is Kokomi Sangonomiya’s based on the timing.

It says, simply: I’m sending you back up.

          


    
    “Ah, sorry. He’s not here at the moment. Do you have an appointment with him by any chance?” Thoma pauses, expression catching up to his words as he grimaces. “That sounds rehearsed doesn’t it?”

“I’m glad you realized that without me pointing it out,” Lumine replies. “I can’t imagine what I could’ve possibly done to have already gotten myself blacklisted by Kamisato Ayato.”

“He really isn’t here,” Thoma says. “You haven’t been. Blacklisted, I mean. You definitely haven’t. Ayaka-chan and I talk you up all the time. You’ve made a very good impression on him. Even Sayu-can and Yoimiya-kun have mentioned you to him. Practically anyone in Inazuma we know has probably mentioned you to him in some way or another.”

“Alright, you’ve swung too far in the other direction. Now I feel like my skin is crawling because everyone is talking about me, apparently, all the time behind my back.”

“Well. Inadvertently.” Thoma shrugs. “Ayato-kun hears things. Whether we’re actively telling him or not. He just knows about people. I wouldn’t worry too much about it. There’s nothing you can do and for the most part it seems to be favorable. The point is that you haven’t done anything wrong and he isn’t avoiding you or anything. He really is just that busy that unless you manage to somehow find him walking around you won’t manage to snag him without an appointment. Even Ayaka-chan and I have a hard time pinning him down.”

“And where do I make that appointment?”

Thoma’s face blanks.

“Who makes his schedule?”

“I do,” Thoma answers slowly. “But only after he tells me what he wants to do.”

“Are you his house keeper, assistant, nanny, or parole officer? Pick one and stick with it.”

“All of them?” Thoma answers weakly, shoulders hunching. “Look, I’m doing my best here. You try telling the man what to do and see how far you get. It’s like trying to force a river to flow backwards.”

-

“Weird ask,” Lumine says as soon as Ayaka picks up the phone, “But I’ve really got to talk with your brother. In person. Do you know where I can find him?”

Ayaka is quiet for a minute before she exhales, a slow measured breath that Lumine can only associate with the hyper specific frustration of being a sibling.

“I know where you can’t find him,” Ayaka says slowly. “Probably.”

“If you were certain about that it would be marginally more helpful than Thoma telling me I need to make an appointment.”

“Did you make an appointment?”

“I tried to. Apparently all the appointments get approved by your brother after Thoma does his best to pitch them at him. His schedule is basically throwing spaghetti at a wall and seeing what sticks.”

“That’s a delightful turn of phrase. I haven’t heard it before, but it sounds very appropriate.”

“It’s from Mondstadt.”

“So. Did you make an appointment?”

“I did. I don’t know what’s going to happen to it.”

“He’ll accept it,” Ayaka assures her. “He has no reason not to. And Onii-sama is always very curious about my friends. And new people. He’s very. Ah. He’s a very curious person.”

“He’s nosy.”

“I wouldn’t say that. Nosy is such a…”

“I cannot think of a more polite way to say he’s someone who likes to meddle.”

“Meddle? Oh. No. Onii-sama is actually a very hands off type of person. He would rather watch events unfold if he could help it. He only really interferes if he gets bored or if things aren’t going in a direction he finds beneficial or interesting. I was going to say that nosy is too light a term for what he is.”

“I never thought you’d be the sort of person to talk shit about your own brother.”

“I’m not talking shit.” Hearing the words ‘I’m not talking shit’ from Kamisato Ayaka is an experience. “I’m just stating facts.”

“Do you have any helpful facts for trying to track your brother down while you’re at it?”

“I’ll try and call him to let him know you’re looking for him and it’s important,” Ayaka says. “I’m sure Thoma’s already done that, too. Maybe you can check the Grand Narukami Shrine?”

“I know he leads the Yashiro Commission, but what’s he doing up there?”

“He has a very unique relationship with the Guuji,” Ayaka says. “I can’t tell if it’s a good one or not. But the Guuji is often keenly aware of people’s movements and he goes there for advice. Or to let off steam.”

-

“Ara?” Yae Miko’s eyes brighten slightly as Lumine enters the room, “And what have we today?”

“Kamisato Ayato. Where is he?”

Lumine watches as the Guuji’s expression goes from curious and anticipatory to sour and rotten. It’s like watching fruit spoil.

“I hope not. Don’t speak that brat’s name here. It does nothing but ruin the air, mood, and mind. It’s simply not healthy. This is holy ground. Let’s not pollute it with such evil things. Why are you even looking for him?”

Lumine waves the document folder. “I need a pardon for a friend and I him to sign off.”

“Just ask Ei,” Yae Miko says. “It’d be faster and it would probably cost you less.”

“What, the commissioner of the Yashiro Commission takes bribes?”

“If only he did, it would save me so much trouble.” Yae Miko scowls, clicking her tongue in distaste. “I meant emotionally speaking. Spiritually. Mentally. That snake of a man isn’t worth the trouble. Come along, I’ll write you a note to get you a visitation with the Shogun. She can give you a pardon. Who’s it for?”

“Kaedehara Kazuha.”

“Never heard of him. Chances are good for him then. You need two out of three approvals from the commissions, yes? Have you gotten Kujou-san’s?”

“Well. He did side with the Independence Movement. It might be a little…strange.”

“A little strange would still be better than that pestilence.”

-

Lumine can’t believe she’s standing in the office of the Shogun of Inazuma. But she’d shown the note Yae Miko had written for her and been promptly marched straight into the grand building. She’d only had to wait five or six minutes before the door to the Shogun’s office was opened and a truly foreboding “come in” was uttered.

And now she’s got her letter of pardon on the Shogun’s desk as the Shogun reads it over, looking unbothered by the mundanity of this.

“This is typically a matter for the Tri-Commissions,” the Shogun says. “I could sign this and have the full pardon issued without approval from them. However, in light of recent events, I am concerned of the reception such an action would have. Nor am I able to sign for the Kanjou Commission.”

“You can’t? I thought the Kanjou Commission was taken under the Shogunate’s direct control.”

“Only for daily affairs,” the Shogun shakes her head. “Again, if I were to take direct action using the Kanjou Commission in the current climate it would…not be in anyone’s best interest. I can put in a word for you with the other commissions. Any outright assistance would provoke accusations of impartiality and abuse of power. As you can understand, both are things that the Shogunate is trying to avoid under the increased scrutiny of the public due to the Independence Movement’s actions.”

“That’s…reasonable.”

“You shouldn’t have too much trouble getting two signatures,” the Shogun continues, looking a little remorseful. “Kujou-San, while she may have some personal grudges against those who side with the Independence Movement, is overall fair. I believe she’s on the grounds today.”

“You wouldn’t happen to know where Kamisato Ayato is, would you?”

The Shogun, inexplicably, looks chagrined by the question. “Despite the Yashiro Commission’s subdued position in the governing of Inazuma, Kamisato-san is perhaps one of the busiest people I’ve ever known. The responsibilities of the Yashiro Commission are spread far and wide across Inazuma’s islands; I’m not proud to admit it but in the past several years the Commission’s resources have not been as well supported as they should be for the scope of their duties. He works very hard for both Inazuma and his family. He’s proven himself time and time again to be an unparalleled force of will; a river capable of moving mountains.”

Lumine is not hearing anything that’s particularly helpful. 

“You’re about to tell me you have no idea where he is, aren’t you?”

The Raiden Shogun of Inazuma smiles. It’s a humorless smile, though beautiful.

“If it is meant to be you’ll run into him eventually. Or he’ll have you run into something else. You’re a very clever woman, Lumine-san. I’m sure something will play out that you can work with.”

-

Kujou Sara, with surprising grace and lack of reaction, signs off on Kazuha’s pardon without any fuss.

“It isn’t personal,” Kujou-San says, shrugging. “He chose a side that was opposite mine. I did what I must as he most likely felt that he had to. And there’s currently no real charge held against him now that the Sakoku Decree has been revoked and we’ve entered peace negotiations. Who’s going to be your second signature?”

“Kamisato Ayato’s, if I can ever find him. You wouldn’t happen to know where he is, would you?”

Kujou Sara, in a surprising expression of real exasperation and some mild fondness, gestures her arm around them.

“Anywhere. Everywhere. Throw a dart at a map and you’ve as much chance of finding him as I do. The man is as slippery as an eel. Frankly, it’s best if you don’t look for him.”

“I kind of need to. I can’t just hang around Inazuma hoping he shows up. I’ve got a person waiting for this. A person’s life is literally on the line here.”

“I sympathize, but with someone like Kamisato Ayato that’s the best advice I can give you. Don’t look for him. When the time is right he’s going to have you.”

“I can’t help the notice the slight alternation in diction there.”

“He doesn’t need to look. He doesn’t need to seek. He doesn’t need to find because he already knows where you are. He doesn’t need to chase because you’re already in his grasp.”

If this were anyone else, Lumine would accuse Kujou of exaggerating. She would say that Kujou is being theatric. But this isn’t anyone else. This is Kujou Sara.

Lumine squints at Kujou’s face, trying to catch any hint of insincerity or humor. There isn’t one to be found.

“Are we thinking about the same guy? He’s Ayaka’s brother?”

“I know. It’s a very jarring dissonance, isn’t it?” Kujou nods her head. “They look almost identical, barring the age difference. But I’d take the sister over the brother any day. That man is a snake that’s slithered its way into a man’s skin and eaten the original inhabitant to take their place. He does excellent work though. Can’t fault him there. If you really want to attempt to catch water and hold it in place long enough to listen —”

“This is a reoccurring motif, I’m finding.”

“ — try that kid. Sayu? Hangs out with his sister and fireworks maker. I think she’s an apprentice at the Narukami Shrine, sponsored by the Yashiro Commission or something. He’s brought her around to a few meetings to take notes and run errands. She might know something.” 

-

“Hey, Sayu-chan?” Lumine ducks down a little, crouching to squeeze her way through the precarious structure of crates, barrels, and loading supplies stacked up in one of the narrow alley ways between the shops of Inazuma City. She definitely saw Sayu sneaking in through here. It’s just a matter of catching the girl. “Come on. I just have a question for you. You don’t have to do anything. I just wanted to know where Kamisato Ayato — “

That’s as far as Lumine gets before Sayu appears, running into view and skidding to a halt, arms crossed over her chest in the form of an X as she loudly shushes Lumine.

“Don’t say his name out loud!” Sayu whisper-shouts. “What if he hears you and comes over?”

“What, is he here? Right now? That makes this easy then because I just need him to sign off on something for me real quick.”

Sayu looks around, eyes unusually sharp and alert. “He might be. He might not. You never know. He’s got eyes and ears everywhere.”

“You make him sound like a super villain.”

“He might be.”

“Just how far does the corruption in your government go, exactly?” Lumine narrows her eyes. “Alright. I know what Arataki did to get on your bad side. I know what the shrine maidens did. What did this guy do?”

“Don’t you know? The Yashiro Commission works with the shrines. Every time he catches me he’s merciless about dragging me back,” Sayu says. “And if he isn’t making me go back to the shrine to study he’s making me do stuff.”

“What kind of stuff?”

Sayu shrugs. “Groceries. Getting office supplies. Collecting business cards. Sorting recyclables.”

“Sounds very benign.”

“It sounds benign. But you never know with that guy.”

“Do you know anyone who might know about this guy? I just need him to sign, initial, and date one document once. Just one time.”

Sayu frowns. “What’s so important that it needs his signature specifically?”

“I need two out of three signatures from leaders of the Tri-Commission in order to get a pardon.”

“What did you do?”

“Not for me! It’s for a friend! Shinsuke-san is currently in jail awaiting trial and the entire Kanjou Commission has been brought in under direct Shogunate control. I already tried asking to get a signature from the Shogun in his place but I got turned down.”

“You talked to the Shogun?” Sayu shakes her head. “Ah. Never mind. I don’t want to know. Sounds like too much work. You’re a good friend. If someone important to me needed me to chase after that guy I don’t know if I could do it. I’d just wait.”

“At this point I feel like I’m actively hunting this man.”

Sayu shakes her head, waving her hand. “Not possible. He’s the one that hunts. Never the other way around. Good luck.”

-

Lumine has no idea where she’s supposed to go from here so she just walks around the streets of Inazuma City hoping for inspiration. She knew it would be hard to get a pardon. She just didn’t realize what hyper specific kind of difficulties she’d be running into. When she started this she anticipated being told no. She planned around having to debate and cajole and possibly bribe and coerce. She expected resistance due to Kazuha’s siding with the Independence Movement.

And Lumine has to admit, she was somewhat relying on being friends with Ayaka and Thoma to get Ayato’s signature. She though she’d have to fight and argue the other two commissions. Not the Yashiro Commission. She thought that this was the one she had for sure.

Now she’s stuck with Kujou Sara’s signature, word of support from the Shogun herself, and an impossible to find Yashiro Commissioner.

She stops right there in the middle of the sidewalk and groans, slowly sinking down to hit her forehead against her knees. She has no idea where to go from here. What’s her next step?

If Aether were here she’d just set him up in the middle of Inazuma. Aether has a strange and powerful ability to just…summon people of power to him like flies to honey. It’s a given. Aether is somewhere in physical existence and people flock to him just to see. It’s simultaneously one of his biggest boons in life and also the biggest pain in hers. She has to fend them off with a baseball bat wrapped in barbed wire.

“Lumine-san?”

She looks up to see Gorou standing over her, looking deeply concerned.

“What happened?” He asks, offering her his hand. “Are you sick?”

“I need help,” Lumine says. “I think I’m way in over my head with this.”

Gorou’s concern moves into something warmer, kinder, and somehow reminiscent of the feeling of lying down on a warm rock. It’s very soothing. Lumine gets how this guy is a favorite among…everyone.

“Well. Two heads are better than one,” Gorou says. “Come on. There’s a quiet park over down that street that I like to sit at when I write my letters and check my notes. Tell me about what you’re working on and maybe I can help. If anything I can just call Kokomi. And talking about your problems tends to make them seem simpler. Smaller than they feel.”

“Am I getting shot to the front of the Miss Hina queue right now?” Lumine asks, nudging Gorou’s arm with her own. “Such favoritism!”

“I happen to have it on good authority that Miss Hina can’t turn away someone in need,” Gorou replies flatly.

Gorou leads her to a quiet little park — well. Park is generous. It’s more like an overgrown empty lot that the neighborhood seems to have settled on using as a communal green area. She sees a small, obviously old but well cared for, shrine off to one side. There’s two stone benches. And there’s an absolute abundance of greenery. A few steps onto the dirt path and the already quiet sounds of the street have died down, muffled by trees and shrubs.

Lumine sits down on the bench, letting her backpack slide off her shoulders and thump onto the ground as she stretches. Gorou sits next to her, picking her bag up and setting it down next to his to the side.

“Alright, so what’s up?” Gorou asks. “Should I put Kokomi on a video call?”

“It’s — it’s stupid. No. It’s not stupid. It’s about Kazuha.”

Gorou’s eyes sharpen, spine straightening. “What happened?”

Lumine pinches the bridge of her nose. “Sorry. I said that wrong. It’s about his pardon. Kazuha is fine. Last I heard he was playing paintball in Liyue with my brother or something like that. I’m working on getting his pardon sorted out so he can enter Inazuma’s borders without being arrested on sight.”

“Oh,” Gorou relaxes. Then he frowns. “Oh.”

“You can see my roadblock here.”

“The Kanjou Commission is out of the question here,” Gorou brings a hand up to his mouth, resting a knuckle against his chin as he thinks. “They’re under the direct control of the Shogun so any pardons or official acts they initiate will immediately be called under as suspect. Even if it’s one that seemingly helps the Independence Movement, we’d still need to call it out otherwise we’d also be accused of being unfair. So it has to be the Tenryou Commission and the Yashiro Commissions who sign off the approval. Damn. That’s tough.”

“Actually, I got the Tenryou Commission to sign off,” Lumine says. “And I’ve got letters of recommendation from both the Guuji and the Shogun. It’s just that I can’t find Kamisato Ayato to get his signature.”

Almost predictably, at the mention of the Yashiro Commissioner’s name, Gorou goes stiff, eyes darting around.

“What. Are you also going to tell me not to say his name, lest I summon him like some vengeful apparition?”

“Less vengeful and more…uh,” Gorou falters. He physical stands up to turn around, legs parting as he slides into a combat stance, hands raised up in defense. “Look. I’m not saying that he’s a bad guy. He’s…he’s been a very helpful voice of support for he Independence Movement. He and Kokomi get along really well. Too well, actually. And you have to give credit to a man who can stand up to both Kujou Sara and Yae Miko without any hesitation.”

“You say that, but you look like you’re going to start throwing hands.”

“Listen,” Gorou meets Lumine’s eyes with something slightly crazed, “I am not saying I’m afraid of him. That’s not the right word for it. I don’t think there is a word for it. Have you ever gone swimming in Watatsumi?”

“No?”

“Right. Well. For the most part all of our waters are pretty clear. Scenic. Like. The kind you see on vacation brochures. It’s all clear blue water and white sand, all picturesque and stuff. But if you swim out — if you swim into certain areas. You can see it.”

“It?”

“It’s not white sand all the way out forever. There’s a point where it just stops. You think you’ve been swimming in the shallows that entire time, but the water is too clear. It’s a trick. While you  thought you were swimming in shallows, feet ready to touch the bottom at any time, you’ve actually been swimming further and further out from safety. Your feet can’t touch anything anymore. And just in front of you is a giant trench. It goes down so deep, so perfectly deep, that you just see darkness. The light can’t get through anymore. And the water is so still, the air is so quiet, and everything is so…so null. It calls you.”

“You sound insane.”

“This is the most sane I’ve ever sounded in my life. Anyway. That’s him.”

“What? The trench? The water?”

“All of it,” Gorou replies. “All of it. Look, don’t worry about Kazuha. He knows just as much as I do. Probably more — I think they met a few times when they were kids. If you told him right now that his pardon rides on you trying to find the Yashiro Commissioner he’d totally get it if you took a month. A year. A decade.”

“Yeah, well. I’d rather go home sooner rather than later. I’m not trying to say I’m going to quit. I don’t quit. But I’d rather not gain citizenship on Inazuma trying to get a pardon for a friend. I actually have other things I want to do with my life, you know? I don’t get it. What’s the big deal with this guy? I know he’s like. Head of the Yashiro Commission and basically in charge of one of the oldest names in Inazuma. But at the end of the day he’s just a guy.”

Gorou laughs. “He’s not just a guy, Lumine. Trust me. If he was just a guy you’d would’ve gotten that signature by now. I’ll text my group chat for you. I’m sure you’ve probably already asked his sister and Thoma-san for help on this one. But I figure it probably won’t hurt too much. But that’s probably the best I can do for you.”

“Who’s in your group chat?”

“Kokomi and Kamisato-san,” Gorou says.

“If he’s so…that then why are you in a group chat with him?”

Gorou’s expression go through a fascinating roulette that Lumine can’t put names to.

“If you were to ask me it’s because I’m working on some personal issues regarding the ability to say ‘no’. If you were to ask Kazuha it would be because he says I’m an adrenaline junkie. And if you were to ask Kokomi…” Gorou trails off.

“If I were to ask Kokomi?” Lumine prompts.

“It’s because I’m a gay disaster.”

This is, simultaneously, too much information for Lumine to process and not enough.

“I don’t know if I want to know more or less.”

“Even if you wanted to know more I don’t know what else I could tell you. I don’t know how I got here, either. It just happened. It’s like how natural disasters just happen. You don’t ask how or why. They just…do.”

“Your gay disaster is a natural disaster?”

“No. The gay disaster part is predictable,” Gorou admits. “It’s the Kamisato part that’s inexplicable.”

-

Lumine gets a text from an unknown number that she can only guess is Kokomi Sangonomiya’s based on the timing.

It says, simply: I’m sending you back up.

-

Lumine has resigned herself to possibly never leaving Inazuma.

“Hey, you’re looking down.” Lumine glances up to see Arataki Itto walking towards her, a bright red and orange net of clementines dangling from one hand and the loosely held leash of Ushi in the other. “You want an orange? I won them off of a guy in a game of dice. Only half of them got mold on them and the mold doesn’t go down through the peel.”

“I’ll pass,” Lumine says, petting Ushi’s head when the cow comes close to give her an sniff. “Nice to see you out of jail, Arataki.”

“Nice to be out of jail,” Arataki replies. “Though, say what you gotta say about the Tenryou Commission’s austerity, it’s some sweet digs in a cell. Great food. Could use some more seasoning, but it’s free food. Can’t complain about that. What’s up with you?”

“This is a long shot. But. You know where Kamisato Ayato is?”

“Ayato-kun?” Arataki blinks, confused. “Why are you looking for him? You in trouble or something?”

“You are the first person I’ve met who hasn’t immediately told me off for using his name,” Lumine says. 

Arataki frowns. “Why would someone tell you off from using the guy’s name? It’s his name. What else are you supposed to call him?”

She isn’t sure if she’s feeling validated or not. On one hand — yes. Exactly. That’s what she’s been thinking this entire time. But on the other hand. This is coming from Arataki Itto.

“I need his help,” Lumine says. “I need his signature to get a pardon for Kaedahara Kazuha. You hear of him?”

“Never had the chance to meet him in person,” Arataki says. “But I’ve heard about him from Thoma-kun and Gorou-kun. I hope the gets that pardon. I wanna see if I can beat him in a fight. He went up against Kujou and the Shogun herself? That’s sick as fuck.”

“Do you know where Kamisato-san would be?”

Arataki shrugs. “Dunno. If you walk around Inazuma long enough you’ll probably run into him though. I always run into him in the weirdest places. Places you wouldn’t expect a guy like that to be. But that’s only until you get to know him. He’s a great guy. Down to earth. Not snobby like you’d expect from someone in that position, you know?”

Lumine squints up at the taller man. This is, possibly, the most normal conversation she’s had about Kamisato Ayato. Coming from Arataki Itto. As much as Lumine would love to take this at face value, she knows she can’t. This feels like dangling a carrot in front of a horse and yanking it away at the last minute.

“You think highly of him,” Lumine says slowly. “Can you tell me more about him? I don’t even know what he looks like.”

“He looks like his sister,” Arataki answers immediately. “But. You know. Taller. Older looking. A dude.”

“A dude.”

“Yeah. A dude. I dunno what you want me to say here.” Arataki shrugs. “He dresses pretty nice. Looks real slick. He’s pretty tall I guess. I don’t have to look down as much to meet his eyes. They’re nice eyes. He’s got a beauty mark right here.” Arataki taps just below his lip on the left side of his face. “It should probably stand out a little bit more but on him it looks natural and stuff? Uh. His hair looks soft. It is soft. Real soft. Silky. He keeps it long. Not as long as mine or his sister. About to here?”

Lumine feels like she’s standing on the edge of a realization that she doesn’t want to have.

“He’s real good at picking out winners for stag beetle fighting,” Arataki continues. “I’ve only won against him, like, twice. It’s weird because his beetles aren’t bigger than mine are? But they always manage to get on top somehow. I don’t know how he does it. But this is a challenge I’m not stepping back from. There’s no challenge that I, Arataki Itto, cannot overcome. I’m going to train up the strongest, coolest beetle to defeat him one day.” Arataki thumps a fist to his chest, grinning broadly. “Just you watch. I’m going to climb this mountain, ride this wave — “

Abruptly, Arataki stops mid sentence, eyes unfocusing for a long pause before rapidly blinking. And then he starts coughing on absolutely nothing, face going red.

Lumine with great force of will, averts her mind from connecting any brain cells together to come to any sort of conclusion.

“So. You know where he is?” Lumine asks as Arataki starts to regain normal coloring.

“Where who is?”

And there goes Arataki again. A man steps out from behind Arataki, arm slipping around Arataki’s waist as he gently tugs him to the side. Arataki, in a display of submission Lumine doesn’t think anyone has ever seen in the man before, very nearly goes entirely boneless. She can see, visibly, every single working brain cell in the man’s head spontaneously lie down to play dead in the most convincing manner ever.

“What a coincidence running into you here, Itto-kun. I didn’t think I’d be seeing you again until our dinner later this week. My, my. That’s some coughing fit you had there. Are you quite alright? Why don’t we move to the side. I saw some Tenryou patrol officers a few streets over. It’d be for the best if they didn’t spot you and Ushi-chan standing in the middle of the sidewalk blocking foot traffic. And who’s this with you? A new friend, Itto-kun?”

“I’m Lumine,” she says, taking Ushi’s leash out of Ushi’s mouth. Not that she really needs to. Ushi is probably one of the smartest animals she’s ever met. Ushi had already picked up the dropped end of his own leash and was following behind Arataki and Kamisato. She’d rather not all of them get in trouble of the technicality of the leader of the leash being the cow the leash is attached to, though.

“I’m aware,” Kamisato replies. “It seems like everyone has been trying to get the two of us to meet today. Even the Guuji, that obnoxious busybody.”

Lumine does her absolute best not to notice that Kamisato’s hand lingers on Arataki’s waist, even though they’re now well out of the way of the sidewalk and foot traffic. In fact, his hand has — lovingly, tenderly, possessively — come to rest on the jut of Arataki’s hip, thumb idly stroking over the top edge of Arataki’s pants. Arataki, for the record, just stands there staring at the side of Kamisato’s face like he’s seeing god. Or death. Or receiving some kind of divine revelation. Or all three at once. It doesn’t matter. This is possibly the quietest she’s ever seen him ever, considering the fact that he talks in his sleep. She can’t even tell if he’s breathing right now.

If Lumine had known things would play out like this she’d have dragged Aether here by the hair to do this instead of her.

“You’re a hard man to get a hold of,” Lumine says. “I just need your signature on this pardon.”

“For Kaedehara-san, I am aware,” Kamisato nods. His free hand reaches into the breast pocket of his coat. “You already have Kujou-san’s seal. And you have letters from both the Shogun and Yae Miko with recommendations, yes? No need to bring them out. I don’t care about what the Guuji has to say. It’s probably something unforgivably droll.”

“You’re well informed.” Lumine pulls the documents out of her backpack, as well as her tablet to give him a hard surface to write on. She also pulls out an ink pad from her backpack’s smaller pocket. 

“Information is like water,” Kamisato says, finally dropping his hand from Arataki’s waist to take the tablet and the documents as he briefly skims through them. “It goes where it needs to go with or without anyone’s interference. And I must say, you have a surprising list of names backing you. It seems we have several mutual acquaintances. My sister, Thoma-kun, Sayu-chan, Kujou-san, Yae Miko, and now even Itto-kun? I’m surprised we haven’t met sooner. ”

Kamisato hands the documents back and his hand reaches up to brush Itto’s hair back to tuck it behind his ear. He smiles up at the, still clearly rebooting man.

“Are you alright, Itto-kun? You look flushed.”

“I’m good,” Arataki says, blinking dazedly. He holds up his bag of oranges. “Clementine?”

There’s no way that Kamisato doesn’t see that some of the oranges have spots of black on them. But Kamisato just smiles. It’s beatific. It’s divine. It makes even Lumine feel a little stunned and she’s not the target of it. She feels, abruptly, like a mouse caught by a snake’s gaze, a cobra’s hood, a peacock’s false eyes. It’s dizzying. Dazzling.

Holy shit, this is what Gorou meant. She needs to get the hell out of here. This is a slippery slope that’s turning into an avalanche mid earthquake. This is a disaster not just about to happen, but currently happening around her right now.

“Please,” Kamisato says, with lowered lashes, “Could you peel one for me? My hands are little dirty I’m afraid.”

Arataki’s hands are definitely dirtier than Kamisato’s. Also Kamisato has gloves on. But Lumine’s not going to say shit right now. Lumine is going to try and figure out if she can melt through the wall to get the fuck out of here to try and avoid catching any attention.

Arataki, like a hypnotized man, immediately starts peeling clementine. Once completed he helplessly holds up a segment to Kamisato’s waiting mouth. 

Oh hell no. Fuck this shit, Lumine is fucking out of here. Forget subtle. Forget not trying to interrupt whatever this is. This is a matter of surviving with her mental well-being intact. She doesn’t need to see this. No one needs to see this. She thought Inazuma was supposed to be…conservative or something. Like. Real low key. The kind of place where holding hands is tantamount to an engagement.

“Well. Thanks for the signature. I’m going to turn these documents in,” Lumine announces as she gives Ushi his leash back. Ushi looks like he wants to follow her as she starts marching towards the street. She hopes she gets hit by a car and gets amnesia. “I’ll be leaving Inazuma now. Probably forever. Thanks for your help. Nice to meet you. You’re everything people say you are and then some. I’m out of here.”

  



6. granny oni

Summary for the Chapter:
            Is this the fate of all those who raise children? To watch their precious ones fly away into someone else’s care? Well, if so, she has to make sure it’s the right person flying away with her little treasure!

          


    
    Granny Oni has been around a long, long time. She’s seen a lot of things, been a lot of diferent things too. She’s been a daughter in her day. A neighbor. A friend. She’s had her turn at being the one relied on and the one that relies on others. The things she’s seen and the things she’s heard could fill pages upon pages of books in the neat little characters she’s been practicing writing since she was a young girl. Now she’s called Granny Oni by pretty much everyone and she doesn’t mind it at all. 

Oni can be quite fierseom when they need to be, after all. She likes to think that, when pressed, she too can be a formidable opponent. And wouldn’t it take someone quite as strong a an oni to raise such a sweet boy?

She had known, even when Itto-chan was scrawny and gap-toothed, that he would grow up to be beautiful man. In her eyes, he was already such a charming boy. He just needed some good home cooked meals, a good scrub in the bath, and a little bit of patience. She has an abundance of patience and she rather thinks she’s always been handy in the kitchen. Itto-chan, she thinks, would very well agree with this assessment. She’s taught him everything she knows about cooking but to this day he insists that her cooking is the best.

What a silly boy flattering an old woman like that! He’s very creative in the kitchen and he’s traveled quite a lot more than she has. She’d wager he can cook more dishes and has tried much more interesting flavors than she’s ever imagined.

All this is to say that Itto-chan has always been wonderful to her. She had always known that he would be someone brilliant. A marvel.

When Itto-chan starts to shoot up and up and up like a stalk of wheat she isn’t surprised. When he flesh out so that his body matches that infectious laugh of his she isn’t even the least bit shocked. Her Itto-chan was always a big personality in a little body, it’s just that the rest of him hadn’t caught up yet.

It is inevitable when now, finally, his body is just as strong and wonderful as his heart and soul, people start to truly take notice of what a wonderful boy he is.

While it’s all well and good for her boy to start to get the recognition he deserves, Granny Oni can’t help but be a little petty about it.  Proud, of course — she helped to raise him to be the wonderful man that he is now. But on the other hand, there are so many people flocking to get his attention nowadays. She can’t help but feel a little lonely. It feels like only yesterday she would ask him if he didn’t want to stay outside to play and he would shake his head and insist that the most fun he could have was with her in their little house. And now it seems like every other phone call to the landline is someone new asking for Itto-chan and if he was around!

Is this the fate of all those who raise children? To watch their precious ones fly away into someone else’s care? Well, if so, she has to make sure it’s the right person flying away with her little treasure!

There are those that, she is keenly aware, only see him with their eyes. They see how big and tall he is, and they see the mischievous little glimmer of his eyes and the strong line of his back and that’s all they see. While Itto-chan is a very handsome boy — and yes, she likes to think she’s not as much of a conservative prude as she looks, she’s well aware that Itto-chan is free to form whatever kind of relationships he wants — she does hope that whoever manages to catch a hold of her boy’s heart is in it for something more than a little fun.

For a while, she has to admit, that she thought that person would be this Takuya fellow that Itto-chan brought home to her one day. A lot of people always say that Itto-chan is nothing at all like her, but that’s because they don’t know any better.

Itto-chan picks up strays without them even noticing it just like she does. It’s a good trait to pass on, if any. In fact, if she had to choose, it would be that one trait over her cooking and house keeping skills.

Takuya-kun, though — well. She can’t say she was one hundred percent sure about him, either. She knows that he’s seen past Itto-chan’s exterior. She knows that his growing affection for her boy isn’t so shallow. But it’s —

She thinks that Takuya-kun is looking for something in Itto-chan that he can’t actually give. He’s looking for redemption. He’s looking for hope. He’s looking for a lot of things that she’s not sure Itto-chan is aware of. Itto-chan, himself, is just looking for a friend.

What she wants for her boy, at the end of the day, is for someone for him to grow old with. Someone who will take care of him as he takes care of others. Someone who isn’t looking for anything specific, someone who doesn’t want something — not in the way most people do, not in the way Takuya-kun seems to want to. She’s not sure how to explain it.

She wants someone who can laugh with him. She wants someone who would look at her boy and see how wonderful he is but also recognize his flaws and say “I understand” and take his hand anyway. She wants someone who could sit with Itto-chan and feel the simple joy of listening him to talk about his day. A lifelong friend.

Now, Granny Oni knows that you shouldn’t judge books by their cover. She, herself, is one such book and her Itto-chan is another. They’ve lived their lives being judged by their covers.

But she has to confess to that very same folly when Itto-chan introduces her to his newest friend.

Of course she’d heard of Kamisato Ayato, the young heir to the Kamisato clan and the leader of the Yashiro Commission. He’s a very popular man — rarely spotted, but often spoken of. The things people say about him are as diverse as snowflakes and span a spectrum from one end of the rainbow to the other. The things people say and don’t say about him could all cancel each other out into complete silence. 

The first time she puts her eyes on him she can’t help but think, “Ah, here’s another one.”

Another one drawn in by Itto-chan’s looks. Not a person who’s necessarily malicious in intent, but unlikely to truly stay around.

But he comes back. He comes back again and again. And Itto-chan’s stories start to bring in Kamisato-san’s name more and more. Now he’s Ayato-kun. Now they’re catching beetles in the forest near Ayato-kun’s house. And now they’re going out for lunch. And now Ayato-kun is joining the rest of the gang in seeing an outdoor screening of a movie. now Ayato-kun has helped Itto-chan cover Ushi-chan’s vet bills. Now Itto-chan is teaching Ayato-kun how to cook some of Granny’s best dishes — and Ayato-kun isn’t exactly bad at it, but he isn’t that great either. Maybe Granny could teach him better.  

And that’s when Granny Oni decides it’s perhaps about time she takes a second look at this young man. He’s certainly easy enough on the eyes.

Kamisato Ayato insists on being called by first name, which she concedes to easily. It’s hard to insist on formalities with a person you think might become part of your family. 

Ayato-kun looks around her little house with kind eyes. His gaze lingers on the photographs of herself and Itto-chan. He smiles when he sees little Ushi-chan, too. She offers to let him see more, but he declines and says he really does want to learn how to cook.

“My friend Thoma has been trying to teach me since we were young,” Ayato-kun confesses. “At this point even he’s given up. He’s proud of me for being able to cook tempura, eggs, and rice.”

She pats his arm, laughing, “Well, it certainly is one meal altogether.”

Ayato-kun doesn’t hesitate to roll up his sleeves and tie his hair back. He takes instruction well and all things considered he isn’t bad in the kitchen. He’s certainly handy with the knife, and he doesn’t flinch away from hot oil like most beginners do. 

She doesn’t hold his hand, she tells him what to do and gives correction where needed. While Ayato-kun works on the main dish, she makes a few side dishes to go with it and prepares the miso soup. She asks him about his family, about his work. He tells her about his little sister, his friend Thoma, and the various things he does at the Yashiro Commission. He tells her about Kujou Sara and the Guuji and all sorts of incredibly important people she would never have in her life imagined hearing about in such personal terms. Certainly Ayato-kun must be close to them from the stories he tells!

“Young man,” she says as they bring the dishes to the little table to eat, “I think there’s hope for you yet. You may one day be able to have a meal beyond tempura and eggs.”

“Oya?” Ayato-kun laughs, “If you say so then it must be true.”

His eyes seem to drift over the house again now that they’re seated and eating. They linger on the little details that most people would see as messy or signs of age with warmth.

“I can’t imagine Itto-kun ever being that small,” he says, eyes focused on the lines etched against the doorframe. 

She laughs, “Even when he was little he had such a big personality. And such a laugh! I always knew that little body of his would have to grow to match.”

“Has he changed much since a child?” Ayato-kun asks. He eats slowly and gracefully. He reminds her of a prince like that. Maybe Itto-chan can learn something about slowing down from this young man. 

“In some ways no,” she answers after giving it some thought. “In some of the most important parts, yes.”

Ayato-kun doesn’t ask her to explain. She doesn’t ask him why he doesn’t ask, nor does she offer more.

He just nods, small smile on his mouth and understanding in his eyes. She imagines that he would know what she means without clarification.

One does not lose their parents, become guardian of a young girl, head of a house, and political target in one night without learning to understand something about growth and change.

Afterwards Ayato-kun helps her clean up and they sit at the table again with tea that he prepares flawlessly.

“May I come again?” he asks her quietly, long fingers tracing the curves of the teacup in his hands. “Not just for cooking. To talk. Not necessarily about Itto-kun.”

“If you like,” she replies. There’s no harm in it. And it’s not often that she gets visitors that aren’t there for Itto-chan. “You have such interesting stories to tell.”

“And I imagine you do as well,” Ayato-kun smiles. “You must if you’ve raised such a fascinating man.”

“And is that all he is to you? A fascinating man?”

Ayato-kun laughs, a winded thing as though it was struck out of him. “Obaa-san, you’re quite sharp aren’t you? No. No that isn’t all he is to me at all. Thought I do admit that was the start of it.”

“Ara, ara. Don’t you know I’m called Granny Oni? Of course I’m quite sharp. Don’t worry. I don’t pry into the romantic affairs of youngsters. As long as you two are kind to each other this wicked old lady is content to sit back and let you two figure things out. The figuring things out part is half the joy of it after all.”

  



7. day drinking

Summary for the Chapter:
            “You’re scaring me,” Shinobu tells her as she watches Sara sweep every single folder on the desk into a fastidiously neat stack that doesn’t even dare to wobble despite its height.

“Hold onto that feeling,” Sara replies. “You’ll be needing it.”

          


    
    “Kujou-taichou.”



“Kuki-san. I was wondering when you’d turn up. Your absence was noted and remarked upon.” Kujou looks pleased, though surprised to see her. In general Kujou always looks a little happy to see her. One part of it is genuine admiration for someone who can work in close proximity to someone like Arataki Itto and keep their cool. Another part, Shinobu likes to think, is genuine fondness. “What brings you here today?”



“What else do I ever come here for? I’m here to bail the big guy out,” Shinobu replies. “Not that your company isn’t pleasant.”



It actually is pleasant. Kujou might be a little stiff but she’s got a sense of humor when you break through her awkward outer layers. And she’s probably one of the few people around who Kuki can bond with over the general…everything of the rest of the Arataki Gang.



Kujou’s eyebrows raise. “Who told you he needs bail? He isn’t here.”



Shinobu stares at her. “Of course he’s here. Where else would he be?”



Kujou frowns, gesturing for Shinobu to follow her deeper into the Tenryou Commission’s offices.



“I would know if he was here, Kuki-san,” Kujou says. “He isn’t. He doesn’t even have so much as a fine to his name right now. Trust me, I of all people, would know. So who told you he was?”



“No one had to tell me. More like no one would tell me.”



Shinobu follows Kujou into her office, taking the offered seat as Kujou settles in behind the heavy wooden monstrosity of a desk of hers. The monstrosity part isn’t that it’s big — it isn’t, not compared to other desks Shinobu has seen in offices of people of Kujou’s rank — or gaudy — it’s too modest if anything, her name plaque is even overshadowed by the fact that it’s currently half obscured by a stack of manila folders. The descriptor comes into play when one examines the desk as a whole and realizes that from corner to corner it’s been covered in reams upon reams of paperwork, all of it neatly — as if placed on an invisible grid — aligned with each other and marked to hell and back with all manner of color coded tabs, sticky notes, covers, and highlighters. It’s a daunting image to be faced with and Shinobu has no idea how Kujou handles it without going visibly insane.



“I haven’t seen Itto since I came back from Liyue and no one will tell me where he is. He’s not at the house and he’s not with granny. So he has to be here. This is literally the only other place he’s found at consistently.”



“Shinobu.” The abrupt switch to more casual terms has Shinobu sitting up straighter in concern. “He isn’t here. But before we get into that. Where were you, exactly?” 

“You know I was studying law in Liyue Harbor before the civil war?”



“You only mention it every other time you’re in here and reading me the Riot Act, yes.”



“After the travel ban was relaxed I got in line with everyone else to get permission to travel abroad. So I spent almost a month in Ritou to organize my trip and get the appropriate documents filed. Kept following up until I got my approvals. Then I spent a month in Liyue sorting all my loose ends there. Checked in with the university, spoke with the firm I was interning at, went around trying to figure out who was holding onto my stuff from when I had to hurry back before the border closed. I just got back to Inazuma four days ago. I still haven’t seen Itto and no one will tell me anything. What the hell did I miss, Sara?”



Sara looks at Shinobu in complete silence for so long that Shinobu feels her stomach start to hurt with anxiety.



Sara then stands up very slowly, and then walks to her door. She opens it and says to one of her secretaries, “Don’t call me. Don’t let anyone in. I’m unavailable until further notice, understand?”



Once she gets acknowledgement, Sara closes and then locks her door.



“You’re scaring me,” Shinobu tells her as she watches Sara sweep every single folder on the desk into a fastidiously neat stack that doesn’t even dare to wobble despite its height.



“Hold onto that feeling,” Sara replies. “You’ll be needing it.”



As if this interaction can’t be more nerve wracking and schema defying, Sara reaches somewhere under her desk and pulls out a bottle of sake and two cups. To Shinobu’s amazement, she actually pours out a glass and holds it out to her.



Shinobu takes it, more out of surprise than anything. “Sara, it’s barely ten in the morning. This is your office.”



“I know,” Sara says as she pours herself a glass. “Trust me. You’re going to need this, too. What do you know about Kamisato Ayato?”



“The Yashiro Commissioner?” Shinobu feels like she’s slipped into some strange alternate universe. Kujou Sara is pouring out sake at ten in the morning in her very own office. “What about him? Did Itto get in trouble — how would he even get in trouble with the Yashiro Commission?”



“How does he get in trouble with anyone?” Sara replies, “He just breathes and trouble happens to him, around him.”



“Alright, fine. Where is he? What kind of trouble am I bailing him out of now?”



“I repeat. What do you know about Kamisato Ayato?”



“Not a lot,” Shinobu admits. “He and Yae Miko don’t get along.”



That’s basically all she knows. She hasn’t really interacted with him much, not even when she was still a shrine maiden in training. She remembers hearing him come around — hearing, because Kamisato and Yae Miko’s verbal spars are things of legend and were sometimes audible from outside the Guuji’s offices if they got each other riled up enough.



Sara’s lip twitches upwards and the woman lets out an inadvertent snort before she gets herself under control. Shinobu supposes that anyone who gets under the Guuji’s skin would also be the sort of person Sara reluctantly approves of.



“What does that have to do with anything?”



Sara rests her chin on her knuckles.



“Arataki is currently at the Kamisato residence. Almost full time,” she says slowly. “Kamisato Ayato took notice of him. And has not stopped taking notice of him since.”



Shinobu narrows her eyes. “In what way?”



Sara’s eyes are eerie in their intensity. “I want you to know that I’m sorry that I’m the one who has to tell you this. But also, by telling you this instead of allowing you to see it for yourself without prior warning, I am doing you a solid favor. Remember that.”



“You are scaring me in ways I didn’t know possible. Is he alive?”



“Yes,” Sara says. After a very worrying pause.



“You don’t sound sure.”



“It’s Kamisato Ayato, one can never be sure.” Sara squints at nothing. “I suppose for his purposes he needs Arataki alive, but who knows?”



“Spit it out already!”



“Kamisato Ayato is head over heels in love with Arataki and is steadily working his way through Arataki’s innate self defense of bedrock solid obliviousness to get Arataki to realize it,” Sara says. Then she gestures at Shinobu. “Drink that now.”



Shinobu drinks and then holds the glass out. “Well fuck me, Sara. That’s not news I ever wanted or expected to hear.”



Sara nods, refilling Shinobu’s glass. “I know. My condolences. And now that you’re back, I can only assume that you’re about to be on Kamisato’s radar as a person of interest in his ongoing war of attrition to get through Arataki’s skull.”



“Can I hang out here?”



Sara looks sympathetic. “You think staying here will keep you safe from Kamisato? Not likely. There’s nowhere he considers sacred. He’d walk in on the Raiden Shogun if he felt the need for it. You’re on your own for this one. Finish that and get out. You’re going to have to erase your trail. It won’t stop him from finding you, but it might delay the inevitable long enough for you to come up with a plan of defense.”



“He can’t be that bad.” At Sara’s flat look Shinobu feels the beginning of apprehension and real fear start to take root. “Can he?”



“He can, and he will. Good luck, Shinobu. For what it’s worth, it was nice seeing you.”



-



Shinobu had the foresight to pay the rent on the shared house the Arataki Gang is based on for a full three months in advance, so when she came back there would be something to come back to.



Currently, every single member of the Arataki Gang is prostrated on the ground before her in full kowtows with their foreheads against the floor. Even Takuya.



“You let me find out from Kujou Sara that our Itto’s been — “ Shinobu doesn’t even know the words for it. From what she understands, Itto hasn’t figured out that Kamisato’s got it down bad for him. The onus is entirely on Kamisato to get through to him on that. And he’s taking that self-imposed charge very, very seriously. “Turned into a kept man.”



Regardless of whether Itto is aware of it or not, if he returns Kamisato’s affections, he is undoubtedly a kept man. Kamisato’s footing the bill for over half of the gang’s activities, an Kamisato is dragging Itto around just as much as Itto drags anyone else around.



“Ane-san!” The gang choruses, “We didn’t know how to say it!”



“Is he there right now?” Shinobu asks. “Also, did anyone tell him I’m back?”



Silence.



“I’m either not sober or not drunk enough for this,” she decides. Members of the Arataki Gang scatter like ants that have had water dumped on them as she walks through them to her room. “I’m going to sleep and get back to unpacking. By the time I’m done either Itto is going to be in this house or someone is going to have the exact coordinates I can enter into a GPS to find out where he is.” Shinobu pauses to point at a giant tanuki statue that someone attempted to hide behind a potted fig plant. “And whoever took that better put that thing back where they found it . I swear to god, I was gone for two months. Takuya, stop scowling. I’m not mad. I’m just disappointed. I didn’t expect you all to hold it together but holy shit I didn’t expect it to go off the rails this much.”

  



8. con planning

Summary for the Chapter:
            “You want someone to go with you to sit with you on meetings with the Guuji and suffer,” Sara rolls her eyes, “Just say it. Would it kill you to say what you really mean for once?”

“How would we know? If I tried it and it did kill me then it’d all be over, wouldn’t it?” Kamisato points out. “Better to be safe than sorry. You’d miss me if I was gone you know. You don’t know how good you have it with me in charge.”

          


    
    “You’re telling me that our borders are officially open for the first time in years, we’re in a period of semi stable peace and cooperation, and we’re working towards actual forward moving reforms and Yae Miko wants you to host a fan festival.” Sara looks down at what she now realizes is a bribe. Kamisato never brings her anything unless he’s about to hit her with something outrageous, unpleasant, or both. But she’s already taken a sip from the drink so she can’t just give it back now. If she had refused outright maybe but apparently she hasn’t learned this specific lesson about Kamisato Ayato despite the fact that they’ve known each other for basically forever — even though they only really started to get to know each other in the more recent years. 

“I would deeply appreciate any and all support I could get in assisting the Guuji make her wretched visions come true,” Kamisato says as he takes a pointed sip from his own drink. It’s good tea. Sara’s got to find the time to track down this shop for herself. “And of course, the Tenryou Commission’s manpower would be needed to ensure the safety and smooth flow of the entire event. We’ll be hosting many foreigners after all and the Tenryou Commission did just get a large budget increase for foreign language training due to the new opening of borders.”

Sara still feels like that it was unwarranted and that the training and accompanying budget increase should have fallen to one of the other two commissions. But who is she to ay anything? She’s just a lowly general in the Shogun’s army. 

“You want someone to go with you to sit with you on meetings with the Guuji and suffer,” Sara rolls her eyes, “Just say it. Would it kill you to say what you really mean for once?”

“How would we know? If I tried it and it did kill me then it’d all be over, wouldn’t it?” Kamisato points out. “Better to be safe than sorry. You’d miss me if I was gone you know. You don’t know how good you have it with me in charge.”

Unfortunately, he’s most likely correct. As much as literally everyone prefers Kamisato Ayaka’s personality to her brother’s, she’s probably not as cut out for the political stage as he is. Again, due to the personality difference. Sara understands it quite keenly. She, herself, isn’t cut out for it either. But it’s not as though she has someone who’d be willing to act as a shield in her place. Granted, she’s not head of the Kujou family — that honor goes to her adoptive brother — but there still are politics in play when one is regarded as one of the Shogun’s closest aides. Said politics don’t involve her getting to speak her mind at budget reviews and give little to no personal perks but Sara has to content herself with the knowledge that she’s doing her job and doing it well.

“So. Are you coming or not?” Kamisato taps away at something on his phone. “I need to make reservations.”

“For what?”

Kamisato’s lip curls up in annoyance. “The Guuji insists on having the first planning meeting be lunch. And you know that shameless epicurean. It’s got to be good, expensive, and entirely on me. It’s better if I pick because at least I know the vague estimate of the bill that’s about to come my way. I almost feel bad expensing these as commission work.”

“Feeding the Guuji is commission work. I expense all of those receipts,” Sara says. She’d never be able to afford it otherwise. “What would I even do there aside from serve as a distraction whenever she gets bored of getting under your skin? Whatever work the Tenryou Commission would do would involve later stages of planning once you know what you’re doing and the approximate scope. Traditionally that’s when you’ve brought us into the loop to have us note any flaws in organization and potential security risks and help adjust venue sizing.”

“Like I said. We’re going to be having a lot of foreigners. The Guuji wants to invite pop culture icons and other such persons from the other countries. The Tenryou Commission’s going to be acting as security and should probably begin to prepare teams now. Do you want us to spread out the people of significance? Keep them contained to one area? That sort of thing.”

“As if you don’t already have an answer you want to hear in mind.” Sara smooths her thumb over the printed label on the side of her takeaway cup. It’s absolutely hateful that he knows her preferred order down to the precent of sugar and type of ice she likes. Insufferable know-it-all. “Get on with it.”

“It’s not like there’s a right or wrong answer here, Kujou. There’s a you answer and there’s a me answer. Now, clearly one is going to be more well informed than the other. But I do believe if we took some from your answer and more from mine we’ll get an adequate solution that’s workable.”

She feels her cheek just under her right eye spasm.

“Every time I talk to you I feel like I’m returning to a time of my life where I was holding onto my temper by the nails. I don’t know how your sister turned out the way she did. She’s either been given the patience of a god or the ability to fake it like a demon.”

“Are you calling my sister a demon?”

“I could have been calling her a god.”

“Ha. Said like someone who doesn’t know what that hellion is like when she’s craving sugar.” Kamisato clicks his tongue. “I actually had a bank hold the last time I took her out. Out of the graciousness of my heart I said we could go out for some snacks. She’s spending too much time with Yae Miko because the next thing I know my bank is calling me and asking if I lost my card. I did. To the last remaining flesh and blood I have on the planet.”

  



9. benefit of the doubt

Summary for the Chapter:
            “What did you do?”

Kamisato stares at Sara blankly, and then gestures around them. “All of this, Sara. What do you think I’ve done? What do you think I’ve been doing for the past few weeks? Did you somehow miss how many times I’ve had to send people over to the Tenryou Commission for signatures and revised time tables? Are you having sunstroke again?”

          


    
    “What did you do?”

Kamisato stares at Sara blankly, and then gestures around them. “All of this, Sara. What do you think I’ve done? What do you think I’ve been doing for the past few weeks? Did you somehow miss how many times I’ve had to send people over to the Tenryou Commission for signatures and revised time tables? Are you having sunstroke again?”

“No, I’m not. I’m asking you what you did. Not,” Sara copies his gesture, “This. I’m not talking about this. I mean — in the sense of doing something.”

Sara struggles to find the exact word for it. Kamisato Ayato doesn’t exactly do things that are illegal so much as he cheerfully walks straight down the extremely narrow and spider-thread thin path of legality. Even when he’s doing something that, by all accounts, appears to be a flagrant violation of some law, he pulls out some kind of clause or minor amendment that was buried in some other document or bill that would miraculously put him on the nebulous right side of things. Miraculous is most likely too good, in the moral sense, of the word. 

Kamisato stares at her some more, face blank. This entire festival has been wearing on him, she knows. From start to finish it’s been slowly eating away at his patience and his energy. The festival planning and the organization of various persons, itself, of course was the easy part for him. He can pull off organizing large events like this in his sleep at this point. He’s been in charge of them for years now. It’s the working in close proximity with Yae Miko that did him in. Kamisato may have a reputation for being called “the Pillar of Fortitude” but when pitted against someone like Yae Miko nearly daily for several weeks, months, straight even the Pillar of Fortitude will begin to show some signs of stress and discomfort.

“In the interest of speeding this along because I have,” Kamisato waves his hand at the sky, the ground, the air, “This to keep working on. I need you to be very, very, very specific in what you’re talking about. I’ll admit to having other side projects in the works. I’ll admit to causing a little extra mischief and throwing in some extra screws into the works to see how things shake out. I’ll admit to a certain awareness of various problems going around and purposefully leaving them in other capable hands rather than addressing them myself. I have very good explanations for all of these things. But I don’t think those are any of the things you’re referring to and there are so, so many other things that I am constantly working on that you could have caught wind of that it would be a laughable waste of everyone’s time if I went through them one by one. So. Kujou-san. What are you talking about?”

It’s so very unusual for Kamisato to be so blunt. It’s just a sign of how tired he is and how he’s being pulled in so many directions at once. Frankly, Sara’s surprised she even found him.

“I saw your chief of staff, Thoma-san,” Sara begins. She’s not sure how to say the next part.

Kamisato nods, gesturing for her to continue while Sara is gathering her thoughts.

“Yes, he’s been an excellent help in all of this,” Kamisato says. “I’ve been having him handle some of the more public matters that cropped up during the festival. Lost items, squabbles between private parties, public sanitation, soon and so forth. If you didn’t see Thoma at least once I’d be more concerned. My chief of staff running around isn’t exactly unusual or new, Kujou-san.”

Sara holds her hand up to him, indicating for him to wait. “I am trying to think on the best way to phrase this. I am not trying to accuse you of something. At this point in our working relationship, and I believe private relationship as colleagues who’ve grown up in the same general atmosphere, I trust you. I am not trying to offend you.”

“Sara-kun.”

“Ayato-kun.”

“Just say it, I promise not to be offended.” Ayato checks his watch. “I am really, really on a time crunch right now.”

“I saw Thoma-san carrying Itto on his back and high tailing it for your estate,” Sara says. “Again. I’m not trying to accuse you of anything. But also. What the hell did you do?”

Ayato blinks at her. “Say again?”

“This is why I was trying to figure out how to phrase it,” Sara says, exasperated. “Look. I was working on the issue with the Raiden Shogun statuettes down by the Five Kaisen paintings. Then I heard yelling. And I turned in time to see Thoma — “

“Are you sure it was Thoma? As in…my Thoma? The Kamisato Clan Thoma? Immigrant from Mondstadt Thoma?”

“There’s only one Thoma I know, Ayato-kun. I saw Thoma-san carrying Itto on his back and running for it like the Raiden Shogun herself was on his heels. Are you telling me that you don’t know about that? You know everything. You know how much chapstick I have left and the exact milliliter of hand sanitizer there is in every single temporary dispenser placed around Ritou. You’re trying to tell me you didn’t know about this?”

Ayato presses a finger to his lips, eyes going distant as his trap of a mind quickly starts to work through the information she just gave him. His lips purse and brows furrow before he blinks and he says, “Ah. I see. That should have been expected.”

“What?”

“Soy milk,” Ayato explains. “The commemorative drink. It has soy milk. It does have a warning on the menu and on the advertisement boards. But if one is just hearing about it by word of mouth — “

“Go,” Sara says. “Just go. And you better text me. If I don’t hear from you in half an hour I’m going over there and I’m letting myself in one way or another.”

“You’re always welcome in either way,” Ayato says, but is already making a hasty retreat, phone in hand. “Thoma. What’s this about Itto? No, no, you didn’t know. I didn’t think to tell you — he’s what? Why in the world is he in my room? Of course I didn’t plan for this to happen, why do people always jump to that when things like this happen? A doctor, Thoma, take him to a doctor!”

 

  



10. culinary skills

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Right. Anyway. I’m trying to make a point here. I’ve done my best with what I’ve got. I think I did pretty alright. You and your brother could probably feed yourselves for a while if something were ever to happen to me and you two were inexplicably on your own.”

“This again,” Ayaka mutters, propping her cheek on her palm. She doesn’t quite roll her eyes but Thoma senses that she wants to. 

“This again,” Thoma confirms. “I knew he could do it. I knew he could cook. He’s just making everything he makes me eat that way to mess with me.”

          


    
    “I love you. You and your brother are family to me. You’ve both helped me through a lot and I like to think that I’ve done my fair share of things to somewhat repay that.”

“Thoma, it’s like you said. You’re family to us. You don’t need to repay family.”

If Ayato were here Thoma is sure that the man would add on some important qualifiers to that statement. But he’s not here and Ayaka is much too polite to say those qualifiers out loud.

“Right. Anyway. I’m trying to make a point here. I’ve done my best with what I’ve got. I think I did pretty alright. You and your brother could probably feed yourselves for a while if something were ever to happen to me and you two were inexplicably on your own.”

“This again,” Ayaka mutters, propping her cheek on her palm. She doesn’t quite roll her eyes but Thoma senses that she wants to. 

“This again,” Thoma confirms. “I knew he could do it. I knew he could cook. He’s just making everything he makes me eat that way to mess with me.”

“I told you he could cook and you didn’t believe me.”

“No, that’s different. Me saying he can cook is vastly different from you saying he can cook.”

“What? Why?”

“Because the two of you have the same weird tastes. Again. Love you both. You’re both so, so important to me on many levels. But you two have weird tastes in food. You’re probably the only two people on this planet who think Naku weed and milk would be an interesting combination.”

“Isn’t it just the same as lavender tea?”

“No. Maybe if you actually dried out the Naku first and steeped it in water first and maybe did a lot of the other things you’d do to make regular tea. No, don’t test it out. Don’t ask me to test it out. I’m trying to explain something right now and you’re getting me off topic.”

Ayaka’s pulled out her phone and Thoma resists the urge to go over there and take it out of her hands while saying something along the lines of “pay attention when I’m talking to you” like some harried mother. Even though that’s exactly what he feels like. It’s like having a kid who claims they have no idea how the laundry machine works to dodge doing that specific chore but then you leave for a week and come back and there’s no laundry in the house so clearly the kid does know but they’re too lazy to actually do it if you’re around.

“He didn’t kill Arataki-san. In fact, Arataki-san is having him take cooking lessons with his grandmother.” This is a wild, wild turn of events that no one was expecting. “And by all reports — “

“Are you using the Shuumatsuban to keep tabs on my brother’s cooking lessons?”

“Of course not, I don’t have that kind of authority.”

“You’re in it,” Ayaka points out. “You are one of the top ranking members of it.”

“Yeah, but that’s like. On the down low. I’m too public of a face to actually count as a member anymore. Again. Stop distracting me. I knew that he was capable of making food that didn’t make a person feel like they’re actively inviting death and disease. I knew it. He’s just choosing not to.”

“That’s harsh.”

“After eating the things the two of you menaces have come up with for the past several years I have a stomach so strong nothing short of lead and arsenic will get me down, and even that I’m not sure on.”

“Why are you including me on this? I can cook.”

“You can,” Thoma agrees. “I know you can for sure. But you make creative choices that are less creative and more dangerously experimental. Ayaka, you put cheddar cheese in a cheesecake.”

Ayaka’s entire face flushes bright red as she stands up, chair scraping behind her. “That’s not fair. You can’t hold that one against me! Onii-sama tricked me!”

“You believed him when he said cheddar cheese is an adequate substitute for cream cheese in a cheesecake?”

“I was ten and I’d never made one before! Also cheese isn’t exactly something we use a lot in this house is it? How would I know?”

“But you’d eaten cheesecake before! You’ve seen them with your own eyes! Look, I’m not talking about you being tricked by Ayato. I’m talking about how apparently he’s learning to cook from Arataki’s grandmother and it’s going well at it. And this is proof that he could do it this entire time but he’s been choosing not to. It’s hard not to take that personally.” 

Ayaka squints at him as she sits back down. “Is it really? I mean. It’s Onii-sama.”

Thoma grimaces. “Alright, yeah, fair.”

Ayato would be purposefully…

It’s not even that Ayato doesn’t know what he’s doing in a kitchen. He’s got excellent knife handling skills and an eerily accurate eye for measurement without actual measuring tools. His mental clock is so sharp that you could run trains by it. It’s just that more often than not, Ayato will use his skills for the worse by choosing the strangest things to put into whatever he’s making if you aren’t watching him like a hawk. Thoma’s blinked too many times in the kitchen and seen simple rice porridge turn into multi-colored tragedies too many times to count. Ayato just does this thing to see what will happen. It’s like a cat with a fragile item next to a ledge. 

The point is that Ayato would purposefully make whatever he cooks into some strange chemistry experiment slash biological weapon just to see how it would turn out. Specifically, how it would turn out against Thoma. Sometimes Thoma wonders if it’s a test of loyalty, but this many shared hot pots later he’s entirely sure it’s just for entertainment purposes.

“I can’t believe that he’s forgoing almost thirty years of cooking like a mad scientist in order to impress the grandmother of the guy he has a crush on,” Thoma concludes. “They aren’t even dating.”

“Not yet,” Ayaka says. “And it’s not a crush. It’s a life goal.”

  



11. recharging

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Ayaka, I will make you anything you want,” Thoma says. “Anything. That lavender cake you saw the other day? The rose cream melon-pan? Squid ink buns? That spicy bun with corn and ham? Matcha roll cake? Anything. Name it. I’ll make it for you.”

“He’s got two legs and a lot of attitude.”

          


    
    “Taroumaru-san actually has work to do you know,” Thoma says. “And so do you, for that matter. Are you listening to me?”

“He’s listening to you, he’s just ignoring it.” Ayaka pulls on her brother’s arm. “It’s my turn. You said I could get a turn ten minutes ago. Taroumaru-san must be so annoyed with you right now. But he’s being polite about it because he’s a very good dog.”

Ayato’s face remains buried in the fluffy back of the dog that he’s been hugging for almost half an hour now. Taroumaru’s always been a patient dog and good at holding still. But even this seems like a stretch. Though, Taroumaru’s tail does lazily beat against Ayato’s hip and thigh, dark eyes half open and threatening to fall asleep.

“I’m recharging,” Ayato says, voice muffled against the dog’s back. “Get your own. Don’t we have more cats and dogs on the estate for you?”

“Those aren’t actually ours though,” Ayaka protests. “And I’m not going home to try and get one of the cats to let me hug them when I’m already here and you promised me I’d get my turn ten minutes ago. Thoma-kun’s right, don’t you have other things to do?”

“He does, that isn’t the question. The question is if he’s actually going to do them or not,” Thoma hits the tatami mat next to Ayato. “Come on. I know you’re tired. Two more meetings and you’re done for the next thirty six hours. You can do two more meetings. You have two more meetings in you before you tap out.”

Taroumaru makes a half-hearted attempt at hitting Thoma’s hand with his paw. Ayaka catches it. She flops down onto her side, wiggling over the tatami until she’s in front of her brother and playing with the dog’s paws.

“Taroumaru-kun,” Ayaka sighs, “Don’t you like me better anyway? I’m the one who’s always visiting you. Don’t you wish I was hugging you instead?”

“Taroumaru-kun,” Ayato says, “Didn’t I help raise you? Don’t you miss me because I’m not here as often?”

“I don’t know which one of you is influencing the other more,” Thoma says. “Taroumaru, here.”

Taroumaru reluctantly, but obediently, wiggles out of Ayato’s grip, dodging Ayaka, and trots around the trio to sit at Thoma’s side, away from the betrayed looking siblings. Thoma scratches Taroumaru behind the ear.

“Good boy. Off you go now.” Taroumaru barks once before getting up and trotting towards the door, nosing it open and slipping out into the hallway. The dog closes the door behind himself and the sound of his nails tapping on the hardwood retreats further away from them. “See? Taroumaru-san knows he’s got work to do. Priorities.”

Ayato looks at his sister and puts his hand on her head. He fiddles with her bangs a a little. Ayaka attempts to catch his hand in hers.

“It’s not the same,” Ayato laments. “You’re just not as fluffy.”

Ayaka looks just as disappointed as her brother. “I don’t feel a sense of calm. I don’t feel healed by this.”

Ayato and Ayaka both turn to Thoma and gesture at him to come closer.

“No,” Thoma says. He stands up, gesturing for both siblings to do the same. “Come on. I know you’re tired from all the festival work you’d done over the past weeks. It’s almost over. This isn’t the time for you two to suddenly turn truant. I’m not getting blamed because both of you had a sudden change character from stress and made a break for it. That means no running off to play in the woods for you,” Thoma points at Ayato, “And no disappearing on strange adventures for you,” he points at Ayaka. “Don’t you both feel sorry for me? I’m just the housekeeper but I’ve also been running around Ritou for the festival.”

“You say that like you aren’t known as a fixer by almost the entire country,” Ayato says. “Who do you think is going to believe you when you try to undersell yourself like that?”

“You’re too competent for people to believe that.” Ayaka sits up, pointing at him, “Why do you keep trying to pretend you’re not as important as you actually are. Thoma-kun, is this an issue with self-confidence?”

“Nope. We aren’t turning this around on me as a distraction. Nice try. You’ve pulled that one too many times before.” Thoma walks around and tries to haul Ayato up by the arms. 

“Well there’s an idea. I suppose you could carry me out of here, since I’m not in the mood to walk.” Ayato turns into complete deadweight, nearly taking Thoma down with him. “Let’s see how far you get, Thoma-kun. I believe in you. I shall not be leaving this building. I mean, I can do the meetings virtually. They don’t need me there in person.”

“Ayaka-sama, grab him by the legs,” Thoma says, fully intent on dragging Ayato out of the room. “If I get one of the other commission’s secretaries calling me trying to track this guy down one more time I’m going to snap.”

“I don’t know, Thoma-kun,” Ayaka sighs, “He really doesn’t need to be there in person. And it’s not like they even need him there at all. They just want him there because he scares the other members of the commissions into behaving. They always think twice about what they say when Onii-sama is in the room.”

“Very strange that,” Ayato muses. “As though what they say when I’m not in the room isn’t something I’m going to hear down the line anyway. It really doesn’t matter if I’m physically present or not. I keep saying this but no one seems to be listening.”

“Ayaka, I will make you anything you want,” Thoma says. “Anything. That lavender cake you saw the other day? The rose cream melon-pan? Squid ink buns? That spicy bun with corn and ham? Matcha roll cake? Anything. Name it. I’ll make it for you.”

“He’s got two legs and a lot of attitude.”

“I’ll make you two batches of whatever you want. Name your price.”

“Rose cream melon-pan and lavender latte’s for a week,” Ayaka declares. 

“That’s all I’m worth to you?” Ayato looks down at his sister. “You’re selling yourself and your only brother out for rose cream melon-pan and lavender lattes for seven days of your life? You’re Kamisato Ayaka, have some pride. There are people out there who would pay thousands, millions, to get me in their hands. And you’re selling out for one week’s worth of two kinds of sweets?” Ayato points his finger upwards as he talks.

“A fruit tart with extra thick cream and a chocolate crust,” Ayaka adds on after a moment of intense deliberation. “Also fruit sandwiches.”

“You’ll get diabetes,” Thoma groans.”

“Do you want him out the door or not? You and I both know that when Onii-sama says something he means it. You’re going to need my help to get him moving.”

Thoma swears under his breath. “Okay, okay, deal. Deal.”

“To all of it? Repeat it,” Ayaka pulls out her phone and hits record. Ayato beams at her with undisguised pride. “Enunciate and state your name for the record.

Ayato turns up to look at Thoma. “Don’t they grow up so fast, Thoma-kun? Remember when she was little and needed help tying her shoes? Now look at her. Mother and Father would be so proud if they were alive.”

“You are such bad influences on each other,” Thoma groans. “This is Thoma. I am promising Ayaka-chan rose cream melon-pan and lavender latte’s for a week, as well as fruit sandwiches, and a fruit tart with extra thick cream and a chocolate crust. In exchange I want her to help me get her brother out the door.”

“Ayaka, throw in cream puffs,” Ayato says. “At least one dozen, with gift wrapping.”

“Add one dozen gift wrapped cream puffs, Thoma.”

“Are you serious?” Thoma looks down at the man half in his arms and half on the floor. “Now you’re selling yourself out.”

“I’m not just going to lie here and see my sister profiteer off of my misery,” Ayato points out. “I need to get something out of it, too. Ayaka, make them espresso flavored cream.”

“Oh for the love of — fine! Fine! I will also make espresso flavored cream puffs! And I’ll gift wrap them! Okay? Good? Fine? Are we settled? Are we, as a unit, leaving this building to head to that meeting or not?”

“Deal,” both Kamisato siblings say at the same time. Ayato stands up on his own, smoothly extracting himself from Thoma’s arms. Ayaka follows after him, producing a lint roller from who knows where to help him get dog fur off of his clothes. 

“I feel like I was just conned,” Thoma grumbles as he collects their things from around the room.

“Oh, you definitely were,” Ayaka says. “Don’t worry about it too much, Thoma. I’ll space it out a little. You don’t have to make it all at once.”

“I do want the espresso cream puffs soon rather than later though,” Ayato says. “I’m planning on bringing them to my next meeting with Kokomi-chan. She’s always much happier when caffeine is on the table.”

  



12. home wrecker

Summary for the Chapter:
            “You’re going to hurt someone,” Shinobu amends. Out of the corner of her eye, Takuya has made a break for it. Fucking coward. No wonder no one else stuck around. They’re fleeing for their damn lives.

          


    
    This is, somehow, not the weirdest party she’s ever been to. It’s up there on the list though. Way up there. Top ten, maybe even top five, for sure. Shinobu doesn’t think she’s ever seen such a diverse group of individuals gathered in one place, amicably and without any signs of coercion, before.

Kujou gives Shinobu a polite nod as Shinobu passes her, on her way back to the table the Arataki gang have claimed for themselves. Kujou turns back to her discussion with Kamisato — and this is absolutely baffling to Shinobu. Not that Kujou and Kamisato are friends, no, she knew that already. It’s that apparently Kujou talks about her to other people so Kamisato also knows who she is and he also gives her a polite nod. Shinobu is nodding back on instinct, even as the same instinct has her hurrying back to her table and relative safety as fast as possible without looking like she’s running and therefore activating predator instincts.

Itto is at the table, feeding Ushi leafy green after leafy green, looking strangely contemplative.

“You are going to hurt yourself,” Shinobu says, claiming the seat next to him. Most of the Arataki gang scattered to enjoy the party. She’s surprised Itto didn’t go off to chat with Yoimiya. Though that could be because Yoimiya, Sayu, and the younger Kamisato are currently chattering with each other near the desert table. Sayu’s kicked Itto enough times that it’s probably sunk in by now that his presence near her isn’t welcome.

“Is it illegal to be a home wrecker?”

Shinobu’s entire body freezes, fried chicken generously dipped in spicy mayonnaise halfway to her mouth. If he had said that even a moment later Shinobu would be fighting for her life, coughing and sputtering and making a scene in the middle of the Kamisato estate’s beautiful garden. This is a place she never thought she’d be. But then again, she also never thought she’d study law in Liyue, become the deputy leader of the world’s most harmless gang that’s more just a bunch of bums, and she certainly never thought that she would end up being that gang’s main brain cell. She wanted a life of rest and relaxation. She wanted to live a worldly life, read manga, eat junk food, wear cool clothes, and go to karaoke. These are a few of the reasons why she ditched being a shrine maiden.

Somehow, despite the fact that she’s part of a gang, she has not fulfilled the top goal of rest and relaxation. Oh, she’s living a worldly life alright. She’s read manga. She eats plenty of junk food. She does get to wear some cool clothes. And she attends monthly karaoke with the diligence of someone reporting to a court ordered parole officer.

But where the fuck is her rest and relaxation? 

“You’re going to hurt someone,” Shinobu amends. Out of the corner of her eye, Takuya has made a break for it. Fucking coward. No wonder no one else stuck around. They’re fleeing for their damn lives.

Ane-san this, Ane-san that. What kind of respect do they mean to be showing her if they don’t even have the decency to warn her about this?”

“I don’t get it, they look so good together,” Itto says, frowning as he holds out a carrot towards Ushi. Shinobu watches Ushi slowly work on the carrot, and wonders how Ushi doesn’t get indigestion from constantly being the main point of exposure to Itto’s every unfiltered stream of consciousness thought. Is it the four stomachs? Surely all four must have ulcers by now. 

Shinobu once had to be admitted to the hospital for acute pancreatitis because of this guy. She swears that she thought it was a combination of stress and her period. But no. Now Shinobu doesn’t have a gallbladder. Itto, that big hearted fool of a man, fussed over her until she thought she was going to go insane from the dotage. He fondly calls her very faint, nearly invisible scar from the surgery Itto Junior. Shinobu can’t say she disagrees.

“They are definitely into each other, I have an eye for these things,” Itto continues. “But why the hell aren’t they together? Is the political situation that bad? I don’t get it.”

Shinobu follows Itto’s line of sight. Kujou and Kamisato, the elder, are now seated together at a table that was, no surprise, quickly vacated as soon as the pair made their way over. Kamisato leans in, back of his hand raising to cover his mouth as he mutters something at Kujou. Whatever it is must not be too serious because Kujou rolls her eyes, expression clearly exasperated, as she moves to swat the man’s arm. Kamisato leans back, dodging with a smirk playing at his lips before he pours them both more sake.

She does see that they get along. She does see that. She supposes it makes sense. They grew up in roughly the same circles. They work in a similar sector of the government. And they both get picked on by Yae Miko. 

What she does not see, what she doesn’t think anyone is capable of seeing except for Itto, is them being into each other. Kamisato Ayato couldn’t be more flagrantly queer unless he switched out his pastel clothes for highly saturated rainbow patterns and painted the words “I LIKE MEN” on his face in bold. Shinobu doesn’t know what Kujou’s orientation is and it isn’t her business to know. But Shinobu would put all of her life savings on whatever that orientation being not including Kamisato Ayato. Maybe she does like men, but she definitely does not like Kamisato Ayato.

Kamisato and Kujou raise their shallow sake dishes towards each other, no doubt celebrating the end of a job well done. Shinobu had been doubtful about this whole festival seeing as how it was such an abrupt change from the norm and all, but no one can deny it’s probably one of the best Inazuma City has hosted in years. 

Itto lets out a frustrated sigh. Shinobu risks it all by shoving the piece of chicken into her mouth and chewing as fast as possible. If she’s going to make a run for it she’s going to need energy. If there’s anything she’s learned from being a shrine maiden, it’s that.

“Is it bad that I kind of don’t want them to get together?” Itto then asks and Shinobu can’t decide if she wants to kill him, everyone who abandoned her to this conversation, or herself. She chews on the chicken, no longer tasting it, with the grim determination of a prisoner trying to shovel themselves out of their cell with a spoon. “That makes me a bad friend for sure, right?”

“They do not want to be together,” Shinobu says. “You are not a home wrecker. And even if you were it is not illegal and no one could press charges against you.”

That part might not actually be true. Shinobu has to brush up on torts law in Inazuma. She was mostly focused on tax law— everyone who studies in Liyue gets a hang up for tax law. It’s a habit that she’s working on breaking. She’s only been back in Inazuma for a handful of days.

“If someone were to press charges against you for being a home wrecker I wouldn’t let them take you away,” Shinobu continues. “Not without a fight.”

Itto shoots her a look of pure adoration. “I knew you going to Liyue to study law was a good thing.”

“You cried and tried to barricade the door.”

“That was my heart talking. But my brain said it was a good choice.” Itto sighs and turns back towards Kujou and Kamisato. “Kind of like what’s going on right now. Damn, why’d he have to be so nice?”

Yeah. Nope. Shinobu’s not going to sit here and listen to Itto pine. She shoves another piece of chicken in her mouth, stands up, picks a direction, and walks. Ushi shoots her a baleful look on her way past him. Sucks to be a cow on a leash. 

  



13. bro code

Summary for the Chapter:
            “In what universe are you unaware of something?”

“Hm. Point taken. This one, apparently. I’m ready to swear in front of Guuji Yae that I don’t know what Arataki Itto is going to tell you.”

          


    
    “I need your help.”

“Kuki-san is back from Liyue. Whatever public defender I can find for you won’t be better than her,” Sara answers, absently flipping through files as she presses her phone between her shoulder and ear. She hands off a stack of files to her assistant and starts going through the next one, scanning over for other errors. She hates audits. Sara hates audits with unfair passion. Sara knows her squad is clean. But twice a year they have to go through every single document they have with a fine toothed comb and god forbid they accidentally dropped a coma somewhere. She’s sure that this is karma for something, but she can’t quite figure out what. “Unless Kuki-san is the one who needs a lawyer. Frankly, she’s one of the few people I would trust to be able to represent themselves in a court of law.”

Sara can name the people she trusts to be able to adequately fend for themselves in — not just a court of law, but in most high risk, high tension circumstances — on one hand. Kamisato Ayato, Guuji Yae, Kuki Shinobu. Sometimes Thoma is on this list. Usually not because chances are if Thoma is ever taken to court for anything, one of the Kamisato siblings will be right behind him and ready to unleash unholy hell for having their peace disturbed by something that wan’t their own curiosity.

“I don’t need a lawyer, I just need to talk to you,” Itto says. “You got a second? Like. I kind of want to have this talk face to face, but also I’m kind of scared you’ll kill me.”

Sara pauses, entire body going still. Her assistant takes this as a cue to escape before Sara can unload more work onto them. This one is getting smart. Sara’s going to have to ask for another assistant soon. It’s not that her assistants do poor work, it’s just that they try and get Sara to do less work at a slower pace. For her health they say. Supposedly, Sara has an unhealthy amount of work that she completes at a pace that would be a sure fire work place violation if anyone were ever to mention it to HR or any kind of employee welfare oversight committee.

Sara would be quick to point out that there’s literally no one else around who’s willing to do the work and she’d like to at some point be able to leave her little office and do anything that isn’t this, so the solution is to go through it. There’s only going through the reams of documents and paperwork, no avoiding it. It was avoiding it that got the backlog so bad in the first place, she’d argue. She just wishes that before all of her higher ups quit or were fired or otherwise removed from office they could have had the decency to sort out their paperwork for her. Sara could be doing anything else right now. She could be — she could be taking a walk. She could be seeing sunlight. She could be drinking tea in that cafe that Kamisato always bribes her from because she finally got him to give her the address for it at the price of her own dignity.

“What did you do?” Sara asks, carefully setting documents aside to put her full attention on Arataki Itto and whatever is about to come out of his mouth. It could be literally anything. The only thing Sara has come to expect from phone calls with Arataki Itto is that she can’t expect anything at all. He could tell her that he just won the lottery or he could be about to confess to murder.

“Nothing! I haven’t done anything,” Itto protests. 

“Then why do you think I’m going to kill you?”

“Because I’ve been having thoughts and I think I need to act on them.”

Sara looks around her office. She looks at the stacks of paperwork she’s spent the entire morning organizing and going through and slowly shortening, piece by fine printed piece. She looks at her stale coffee. She looks at the cardboard boxes of documents she has yet to sort through. 

“Call me back in half an hour,” Sara says and promptly hangs up.

Sara pulls her coat on, tells her assistant that she’s taking a break, and makes the choice not to read too much into the entire room breathing a loud collective sigh of relief and putting their hands together in prayer. It’s not like Sara’s forcing them to do the work with her. Sara’s done her best to make sure she’s delegating tasks in a reasonable manner. She’s made sure that she hasn’t given anyone anything that would require excessive overtime. Sara, unlike her pervious ranking officers, is making a conscious effort to be a good boss. She isn’t always sure that it’s working, but she’s trying. 

Sara walks to one of the less visited courtyards of the Tenryou Commission and calls Kamisato Ayato. He picks up on the second ring, sounding surprised to hear from her.

“Miss me already?” He asks. Sara feels her eyebrow twitch.

“Arataki Itto called me and told me he needs to talk to me because he — and I quote, is having ‘thoughts’. What did you do?”

“Why,” Kamisato asks, drawing out the syllables as though he’s talking to a particularly obtuse person, “Do people always assume I am behind everything suspicious in Inazuma?”

“Because you are,” Sara answers. “And if you aren’t behind it then you already know who is. What did you do to him?”

“Have you ever considered that I could be as delightfully unaware as you?”

“In what universe are you unaware of something?”

“Hm. Point taken. This one, apparently. I’m ready to swear in front of Guuji Yae that I don’t know what Arataki Itto is going to tell you.”

Sara hangs up on him and starts pacing, trying to calm herself down. It might not be that bad. But it might be worse. There’s no baseline for this.

Sara calls Kuki.

“Why is Arataki calling me to tell me that he’s having thoughts and implying I might not like them?” Sara asks.

“I am not an Arataki Itto translator,” Kuki replies. “But if I had to guess — “

She stops talking. 

“Kuki-san.”

“I don’t want to guess,” Kuki admits. 

“But you have an idea?”

“I do.”

“Just tell me.”

“You won’t like it.”

“There’s not much I like anyway. Add it to the list.”

“It’s about Kamisato Ayato.”

“Hold that thought.” Sara puts Kuki on hold and calls Kamisato again. 

“You are probably one of the few people in this world I would allow to hang up on me,” he says.

“Shut up,” Sara says, connecting the calls. “Kuki-san. Repeat what you just said.”

“It’s about Kamisato Ayato?”

“What’s about me?”

“Kujou-san, did you just conference call me in with the Yashiro Commissioner?”

“Ah, Kuki-san, is that you? Welcome back to Inazuma. Itto-kung has been trying to arrange for us to meet.”

“I know.”

“Kamisato, why does Kuki-san think that whatever it is Arataki needs to talk to me about is about you?”

“I haven’t the faintest idea. What do you know, Kuki-san?”

“I know that if it’s what I think then neither of you is going to be very thrilled,” Kuki answers. “I really do have to go now. Takuya-san accidentally ate something made with soy milk so I’m in urgent care. Good luck.”

Kuki hangs up.

“Well this is all very fasci —“ Sara hangs up on Kamisato before he can start going on a deep dive of everything that can annoy the both of them. 

As Sara is pulling up Itto’s number, Kamisato texts her a series of emoticons that won’t load onto her phone. And then an image attachment of his chat with the emoticons.

“Just say whatever it is.” Sara sits down on a stone bench and uses every single trick she’s been taught to brace for anything. Bad news, good news, stupid news, old news — anything.

“I think I have a crush on your crush,” Itto says. “And I feel like I need to tell you that because I don’t think I can honestly cheer you on. I want to, but it feels like I’m lying.”

Sara doesn’t say “what the fuck” with her mouth but that’s because her brain seems to have lost the ability to make her face move. Her face feels numb. She’s never had her face go numb from hearing something before. This is an entirely new experience for her.

“My what?” Sara croaks out.

“I know. It’s really shitty of me,” Itto continues, sounding like he’s fidgeting in place. “I just — look. I wanted to be honest with you. Because that’s what friends and ultimate rivals do. It’s like. In the interest of fairness or something. It’s the bro code. It wouldn’t be cool of me to do something about it without telling you — like, I’m not going to crash what you’ve got going. But also, it’s definitely not healthy for me to just keep it in, ya know? Like, it’s just going to fuck me up and it’s probably going to make me start acting weird to you, and then it’ll fuck the both of us up and I don’t want that.”

There’s a lot going on here. Arataki Itto’s emotional intelligence rearing its head for one thing. Arataki Itto making an extremely prudent move as another.

But Sara is mostly still stuck on the first part which is —

“My crush?” Sara repeats, sounding very much like a twelve year old. Except when Sara was twelve she didn’t have crushes and she didn’t get involved in this kind of drama. 

“Is this going to be a big deal?” Itto asks, sounding entirely unsure of himself. Like he’s feeling out the words as they’re leaving his mouth. “I mean. Probably. It’s got to be a big deal right? We’re both crushing on the same person? But also — for real. It’s super important that you know that I didn’t do this on purpose. I didn’t even realize I had a crush on your man until — “

“My man?” Sara repeats. She feels like a parrot.

“Okay, well. I guess he isn’t your man yet. Wait. Did you guys get together? For real?”

“Shut up.” Sara’s ears are ringing. It could be her inner voice screaming at the top of its figurative lungs. It could be sheer shock and apoplectic rage manifesting with physical ramifications. It could be literally anything. “Are you talking about Kamisato Ayato?”

“Yeah?”

“Don’t hang up.” Sara puts Itto on hold and calls Kamisato.

“One day I’m not going to pick up, and then what will you do?”

“Shut the fuck up and take this call,” Sara says without even a shred of remorse for using such crass language on a colleague.

She connects the two and hangs up. And after a second of deliberation she puts her phone on silent and blocks both of their numbers.

She calls Kamisato Ayaka, who picks up with a note of surprised hesitance in her voice.

“I’ve reached my limit with your brother and Arataki Itto,” Sara says, “You may need to vacate your house tonight.”

“Oh no,” Ayaka says and then hangs up. But she does text Sara a minute later to express her profuse thanks for the advance warning.

Sara can’t believe she has to do everything around here.

  



14. s words

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Yeah, no offense, but your brother’s a total S,” Yoimiya says. “So. No surprises there.”

          


    
    “Alright. You’ve met him now. For real. We invited his entire gang to your house. You’ve seen him with your own two eyes and verified that this is not an extended joke anyone has ever attempted to pull on you,” Yoimiya sits next to Ayaka. “Thoughts? Opinions? Factual statements? Theories? You’ve got to have them. It’s Arataki Itto, everyone does.”

Ayaka looks like she’s eaten an entire field of yuzu in one go and is receiving the expected stomach ache, head ache, and general irritability you could expect from that.

“He’s…exactly Onii-sama’s type,” Ayaka grinds out. If people who aren’t Yoimiya could see this face now, they wouldn’t believe that this is the famously elegant, demure, polite, and all around lovely Kamisato Ayaka, daughter of one of the oldest and most prominent clans in Inazuma’s long history. 

“I wouldn’t presume to be able to confirm that one way or another.” Not that she would have to. It’s not like Kamisato Ayato’s made it a big secret that he’s going hard for the position of the one and only Arataki Itto’s one and only. Yoimiya doesn’t know how Arataki hasn’t figured it out by now. She’s seen tons of people hitting on him before and he usually gets it way before this point. Sure, not on the first pass, or maybe not even on the third or fourth. But no one’s ever had to invite him to live at their house no strings attached before. Yoimiya’s definitely never seen anyone taking Arataki Itto out for long walks in the woods, picnics at the beach, drinks during flower viewing, or any of the several dozen other things she knows the ever elusive, formerly very private Kamisato Ayato has been publicly seen doing with the man.

If Arataki Itto could open his stupid eyes and take a look at the situation he’s in, he’d realize that it’s one people would literally — and probably already have — killed to try and be in.

Kamisato Ayato, at this point, is bending over backwards trying to get Arataki to notice him. It would be embarrassing. It should be embarrassing. But it’s somehow not. Yoimiya isn’t sure if that’s because it’s Kamisato Ayato and the universe is afraid to make him embarrassed, or if it’s because of the sheer ridiculousness and prolonged duration of this…stalemate between Kamisato’s interest and Arataki’s obliviousness.

“No. He’s the type for sure,” Ayaka says. Her expression sours further, like she’s just licked salt and it’s burning her citrus burned insides. “Onii-sama likes…a certain degree of.”

Ayaka stops.

She rallies bravely.

“He likes it when he can play with them,” Ayaka bites out. 

“Yeah, no offense, but your brother’s a total S,” Yoimiya says. “So. No surprises there.”

Ayaka looks like she’s going to cry. “By S do you mean ‘sus’, ‘slut’, or ‘sicko’?”

“I meant sadist,” Yoimiya replies. “And I’m going to ignore those other words you threw out there because, unlike you, I don’t have immunity to Kamisato Ayato’s…whole deal. He likes me because I’m your friend. But I’m not going to push it.”

“You think I have immunity? It’s worse on this side,” Ayaka replies. “It’s worse. Thoma and I suffer daily. Hourly. By the minute.”

“He’s not even here.”

“He doesn’t need to be physically present to make me suffer.”

“I feel like I’m being given a lot of information that the general public shouldn’t be knowing. It’s like if someone told you that the Raiden Shogun is a side sleeper with sleep apnea. These are things people don’t want to know about their idols.”

“One: you aren’t the general public, you’re my friend. Two: don’t eve imply that my brother is an idol. Isn’t his ego terrible enough already?”

“Again. I can’t say anything one way or another because somehow your brother will find out and he will react. He’s friendly to me now and I want to keep it that way.” Yoimiya pauses. “I’ve seen how he treats his actual friends and, no offense, but I’m happy standing outside his circle looking inwards. Amicability due to proximity and transference of good will from you are good enough for me. I’m not a social climber. I make fireworks and do volunteer work at the local daycare.”

“I should defend my brother.” Ayaka pointedly does not say anything else for a while. “Can I stay at your place?”

“Sure, we always love having you,” Yoimiya says. And then considering this whole conversation — “What’s going on? You okay?”

“Kujou-San called me earlier,” Ayaka says.

Yoimiya frowns. Kujou Sara is…alright, she guesses. All things considered. They’ll never be like. Friends or anything. But she knows that Kujou Sara works with Kamisato Ayato and the two families run into each other now and again because of politics and social hierarchies that commoners like Yoimiya only see on TV dramas.

“Arataki Itto’s going to confess.”

“Confess what? Good thing Shinobu-san is back in Inazuma,” Yoimiya grins, “Complete with her shiny, well earned law degree.”

Ayaka’s cheek spasms.

“Not that kind of confession.”

“What other kind of — “

Yoimiya feels herself trailing off as her brain rapidly spirals around like an improperly lit firework, sending sparks along the ground.

“Oh holy shit,” Yoimiya gapes. “Holy, shit. Confess? For real? Right now? Right now? Right now, right now?  How did she know? Is she sure? For real?”

“Yoi-chan,” Ayaka’s expression turns grave, “I didn’t stop to ask her the details because I was busy packing my things to run for my life. I don’t care if it turns out to be a false alarm. Did you think I was going to risk being in that house with the potential of my brother’s stupid crush being realized?”

“Ayaka-chan.” Yoimiya bites her lip.”I don’t think what your brother has can be called a crush anymore. I’m pretty sure he wants to go straight to marriage.”

“Can I live here?”

“What about Thoma?”

“He’s on his own, he abandoned me to stay with friends in Ritou,” Ayaka’s lower lip wobbles, “I’ve been betrayed by every man in my life today so far, Yoi-chan.”

“Oh, oh, girl,” Yoimiya opens her arms. “Do you need a hug?”

“I need to move out and get my brother a personality adjustment. In that order,” Ayaka replies, dropping her head onto Yoimiya’s shoulders as Yoimiya pats her back. “The hug is appreciated, though.” 

  



15. gossip

Summary for the Chapter:
            “It won’t be over until someone tumbles into bed with someone.” Kokomi pauses before adding on, “And bodily fluids are exchanged.”

“I hate it when you talk about it like that. You sound deranged.”

          


    
    “He won’t put out on the first date.”

“We aren’t talking about this,” Gorou says and then hangs up. This is not as much of a deterrent as one would think, because Kokomi just walks in from the next room. She looks deeply unimpressed by this. “I don’t want to know why you think I want to know this. I don’t want to know how you know any of this.”

“Kujou Sara.”

“Since when was Kujou Sara a gossip?”

“This isn’t gossip, this is news about self preservation. All of Inazuma — or at least, everyone important in Inazuma — has been waiting for this exact moment with baited breath. Ayato-san’s rapidly becoming pitiful and it’s like watching a train wreck on loop. The situation has mutated into some sort of insufferable torture highlight reel featuring Arataki Itto skipping straight past every overture into oblivious denial. He’s been trying to set Ayato-san up with Kujou-san. Did you know that?”

Gorou does know that, because he’s unfortunately been caught in no less than five different text conversations about it: Itto-kun’s, Ayato-san’s, Kujou-san’s, the group text between himself, Kokomi, and Ayato-san, and yet another group text that involves Kuki-san, Takuya-san, and Kujou-san. Gorou doesn’t really like or care for gossip, but somehow he’s become involved with a bunch of people who generate gossip like most people generate carbon dioxide. Most of these people, on their own, don’t even regularly talk. Kujou’s personally done press releases on TV declaring him and Kokomi seditious traitors of the state.

Something about this ridiculous situation has turned them all into gossip mongers. Living waterwheels for anything and everything that can happen in Inazuma being passed through and around and around.

“How did he get a clue?” Gorou asks because apparently he’s going to be involved in this whether he likes it or not.

“I don’t know. I’ll find out. This may surprise you, Gorou, but Kujou Sara isn’t exactly the best at giving details when it comes to things like this. Oh, ask her about anything Tenryou Commission related and she can talk until you stop her. But when it comes to personal matters? It would be easier for me to draw blood from the shore.”

“Then how did she — “

“Again. Didn’t explain. I tried calling Ayaka-san, but she’s gone straight to voicemail. I suspect she’s attempting to make a run for it to get out of the radius of…whatever goes down. Which brings me back to my opening topic. I don’t think he’ll put out on the first date, so I’m not exactly certain why everyone is on pins and needles.”

“Which he are you talking about? Also. Is it really a first date?”

“Both of them.” Kokomi pauses, sitting down next to him and throwing her legs over his. “For Arataki-san it would be a first date. For Ayato-san…”

They both grimace. Ayato has been attempting to date Arataki Itto for the better part of a year by now. And every single attempt has gone over like a lead balloon. The outings themselves were fine, it’s just that it was punctuated by Arataki declaring that it was a fun time with his good friend, or Arataki wondering if Ayato was testing the place out before taking Kujou.

“What does it matter if they do or don’t?” Gorou asks.

“Because that’s the one we really need to be on the look out for. Not whether or not Arataki-san decides to date Ayato-san. You all aren’t looking at the bigger picture.”

“I don’t want to look at any picture.”

“Gorou, be serious.”

“I am entirely serious. You know I get second hand embarrassment so easy. This entire situation has me wanting to lock myself in my room and stick my head into my pillowcase. I just want it to be over.”

“It won’t be over until someone tumbles into bed with someone.” Kokomi pauses before adding on, “And bodily fluids are exchanged.”

“I hate it when you talk about it like that. You sound deranged.”

“What do you want me to say? It’s sex. Sex, in general, sounds deranged.” Kokomi pushes at his thigh with her heel. “Listen to me. We think they’re insufferable now? Once it becomes mutual pining we’re in for the real struggle. Do you think you’ll be able to stand the sexual tension from both sides?”

Gorou puts his hands over his eyes, like that’s going to help him stop hearing this. He’d put them over his ears but there’s no point. He’s stuck in this conversation. No escape.

“The answer is no,” Kokomi continues, completely undeterred by Gorou’s feeble attempts at trying to mitigate as much of this conversation from entering his brain as possible. “We’re going to have a period of time where these two definitely want to go down hard on each other, but aren’t going to because they’ll be taking it slow or whatever.”

“This is,” Gorou says, “The worst day of my life.”

“If you keep saying that the words lose meaning.”

“I mean it every time, you are actively creating new worst days of my life for me to ruminate over.”

“Cute. Anyway. I doubt either of them will settle this on their first official date. I could be wrong. Stranger things have happened in this world of ours. But I’m willing to bet that they won’t, so we’ll possibly be stuck in this cycle of self-feeding sexual tension for a while.”

“They practically live together.”

“Kamisato Ayato’s self control is not something to underestimate, Gorou. And despite everything, Arataki-san is a gentleman at heart. He won’t make a move until Ayato-san makes a move. And Ayato-san won’t make that kind of move until he’s good and ready.”

“I would argue that he’s been ready from the first moment he saw Arataki-san.”

“Ready for a one night stand, yes. But now he’s invested. Different rules.”

“Do you spend this much time thinking about everyone’s sex lives?”

“Only when their sex lives have an impact on Inazuma’s governance. A happy Kamisato Ayato is a Kamisato Ayato who isn’t making the rest of us miserable because he wants company.”

Gorou squints at Kokomi.

“A happy Kamisato Ayato sounds like trouble.”

“Different kind of trouble. Happy Ayato-San causes mischief and is generally more energetic, but he can be persuaded to let things slide. Miserable Ayato-san tends to indulge in his more sadistic tendencies for comfort.”

“There are no words for how much I don’t want to know how you know this.”

“I’m a very good observer. I should’ve been a scientist. Alas, someone has to lead.”

“Just — do you talk about my sex life like this with other people?”

Kokomi sits up straight, drawing herself close to Gorou until their noses almost touch.

“Gorou. You are my best friend. I mean this in the kindness way possible,” Kokomi says in full seriousness. “There’s no one I could talk about with your sex life even if you did have one. The answer is no.”

  



16. dynamic duo

Summary for the Chapter:
            “Are you whining at me?”

“Would it get you to Watatsumi faster?”

“How big is this favor you owe Sangonomiya?”

“How tall is Arataki Itto?”

          
Notes for the Chapter:This is my called shot that I will finish my giant genshin impact fanfic in 2 weeks so I can release more “this is fine” content.

Thank you @ shmoo for listening to my brain rot and feeding my heizou brain




    
    “Come pick up your kid,” Sangonomiya says as soon as Sara picks up. This is what Sara gets for having a personal phone.

“My what?” Sara actually has to double check the caller ID. It’s a Watatsumi area code. It’s Sangonomiya’s voice. It’s Sangonomiya’s contact profile.

“Shika — “ is as far as Sara allows Sangonomiya to explain before she cuts the other woman off.

“Not a kid and not mine,” Sara says. The first is out of habit because Shikanoin has turned himself into an unholy nightmare on people who call him a kid, and Sara’s had too much experience cleaning up those messes not to try and put in a token effort at preventing them to start with.

“He wears your uniform,” Sangonomiya points out.

“I didn’t personally design the uniform.” It fucking figures. Sara’s written Shikanoin up for not wearing his uniform properly at least once a month every month since the little pestilence joined the force. It figures that somehow, when Sara can’t see him, he wears the uniform normally and that’s when he gets himself in trouble. “Still not my kid.”

He doesn’t even report directly to Sara. He doesn’t report to anyone, actually, and no one can actually get him to. He’s affectionately called the “free spirit” of the commission. But more realistically, he’s referred to as “a bureaucratic nightmare”. Sara will admit that Shikanoin has skills. He’s smart, clever, quick on his feet, and has an actual talent for detective work.

But if he could just pick a goddamn direction to focus those skills on and stick to it, it would save the rest of them a lot of time and annoyance.

“Did you send him to spy?” Sangonomiya asks, voice only half-way teasing.

“You think I’d send you a spy in uniform?” Sara returns dryly. “He’s on vacation.”

Sara knows, because she periodically has to check up on the man for her own peace of mind. Just to make sure what type of missing he is: skipping work, actual trouble, personal leave, or miscellaneous. 

“He’s doing a bad job of it. Who goes on vacation in uniform?”

Shikanoin Heizou. Apparently.

“Come get him. He’s making people nervous, poking around and asking questions like that.”

“I’m not his direct reporting officer,” Sara replies. Even if she was, Sara clearly can’t get him to do anything.

“You are the only person from the Tenryou Commission that anyone actually respects, you know,” Sangonomiya says. Sara winces at the bland tone with which she delivers this truly embarrassing fact. “If you don’t come here and get him I can’t be held responsible for what might happen.”

“You’re actually telling me to book a flight or ship to Watatsumi to pick up someone who isn’t my responsibility?”

“I’m making him your responsibility. Right now. Watatsumi isn’t a dumping ground for your trouble makers, Kujou-san.”

“Would you consider yourself a hospice?” Sara asks, only half joking. Watatsumi does have a reputation for an elderly population. A lot of retirees from other islands and a generally large aging native population with most of its youth leaving to other islands for better job prospects.

Sangonomiya briefly indulges Sara’s rare humor.

“He doesn’t look or act sick.”

“That’s an easy fix.” Unlike Shikanoin Heizou. “I really can’t help you, though. He doesn’t listen to anyone. I think he actively goes out of his way to do the opposite of whatever I tell him to for fun. Look. I’m sorry, truly.” As someone who’s routinely exposed to Shikanoin’s…everything, Sara is being genuinely sincere here. “But he’s on vacation. I don’t have any authority to go and get him. And even if he was on duty, I’m still not his commanding officer. And even if I pulled rank, I don’t think I’d be able to get him to do anything. I need to go. If he actually does something illegal I can probably do something. But right now I’m standing outside of the Raiden Shogun’s office and I need to report in. Good luck.”

Sara hangs up and switches her phone to silent, shoving it into her pocket before Sangonomiya can respond.

She wasn’t lying, exactly. Sara is standing right in front of the Shogun’s office. The Shogun just isn’t inside of it.

-

“Get your boy out of Sangonomiya’s hair before she turns her wrath onto the rest of us,” Kamisato tells her, placing his chosen bribe of the day on the corner of her desk.

“Why does everyone think I have any influence over Shikanoin?” Sara asks.

“You have a general aura of command.” Kamisato invites himself to taking a seat on the edge of her desk. “Tell me I’m wrong.”

“You’re wrong.”

“Cute. Tell me I’m wrong and mean it.”

“I mean it every time.”

“Charming.” Kamisato sips from his take out cup. It’s anyone’s guess what’s actually inside. Sara reads the label on the side of hers and is, as always, oddly touched and deeply unnerved that he knows her exact preference down to sugar percentage and ice level. “The topic still stands, entirely unaddressed. You need to get Heizou-kun off of Watatsumi before Sangonomiya takes things into her own hands.”

“I didn’t know you cared so much.”

“I like them both,” Kamisato shrugs, “Is it so strange that I don’t want them to cause trouble for each other? I like you, enough, too. I would hate to see this negatively impact your not-relationship with Sangonomiya.”

Sara stares at her closed office door and considers everything in her life leading up to this moment.

“Cut the crap,” Sara says, shoulders slumping. 

“Oh wonderful, we’re being candid with each other now,” Ayato beams at her. 

“You don’t even know Shikanoin-san,” Sara says, “How can you like him?”

“That seems cold. He’s a very bright, eccentric, and charismatic young man. Why shouldn’t I like him?”

Sara squints up at Ayato.

“By like, do you mean like as a person, or as an entertainment?”

“You make me sound like a sociopath.”

“Answer the question.”

“An entertainment best enjoyed from the sidelines,” Ayato admits, toying with the cardboard of his take out cup. “He does seem like a handful.”

“Ha,” Sara intones. Even Kamisato Ayato would take a hands off approach to Shikanoin Heizou. That speaks volumes about how Sara is absolutely in the right here.

“Well. We both like Sangonomiya Kokomi,” Ayato continues undeterred. “Also I owe her. So let’s both just do her this favor of collecting the wayward detective before something happens one way or another. Just go.”

“Are you whining at me?”

“Would it get you to Watatsumi faster?”

“How big is this favor you owe Sangonomiya?”

“How tall is Arataki Itto?”

Sara pulls a face at him. Ayato smiles beatifically back at her.

“I technically owe you, too, for that,” Ayato says. “Which is why I’m here with sugar and not already sending you plane tickets and an ultimatum.”

“This is a terrible way of returning a favor,” Sara says, already typing out a message to her aides to reschedule her because of her impromptu flight to Watatsumi that she now has to book. “I don’t know what any of you expect from me.”

“Results. This is what happens when you’re good at your job, people start expecting you to actually do it.” Ayato gets off of her desk. “I’ll text Sangonomiya that she doesn’t have to gear up for another round of civil war. Safe travels, Sara-kun. Pass my good wishes onto Gorou-kun, too, while you’re at it.”

-

“I’m on vacation, you can’t make me do anything,” Shikanoin says as soon as he lays eyes on Sara.

“I can’t make you do anything one way or another,” Sara replies, resisting the urge to cuff him over the back of his head. “Take some time to self-reflect on why I would be here while you’re on vacation.”

“Self-reflect on what? I’ve done nothing wrong.”

“You’re on vacation but you’re in full uniform,” Sara points out. Not technically illegal, exactly, but definitely not proper.

“I see you going around off the clock in uniform all the time. If it’s not something you’re supposed to do, consider leading by example, hm?” 

Sara feels her lower eyelid throb. Shikanoin grins like this is a personal accomplishment.

“I’m going to break your legs,” Sara declares without any real conviction. It’s a comforting mantra she can turn to.

“Police brutality,” Shikanoin retorts.

“You are the police,” Sara reminds him. Shikanoin blinks, expression going confused then vacant and then shocked. Sara grabs him by the back of his collar and starts dragging him towards the taxi. “Which is why no one wants you on Watatsumi in uniform. You’re making the locals anxious and Sangonomiya Kokomi is considering using your presence here as leverage in our next round of discussions.”

“You’re also here in uniform and I don’t see anyone complaining.”

“Because they called me here to deal with you,” Sara says. “I’m on duty.”

“I’m your job?” Shikanoin beams up at her, “You do care! I knew it. You’re actually a complete softie at heart, Kujou-San.”

Sara throws him into the back of the cab, closes the door behind him and slaps the cab’s roof. She’s already paid in advance to have him driven back to the private airport she’d come in on.

Sara texts a picture of the license plate, with Shikanoin visible through the back window, to Sangonomiya and Kamisato.

“Was that so hard?” Sangonomiya says, calling immediately. 

“Yes,” Sara replies. “I still have to get him on the plane. This is just step four in a sixteen step operation.”

“Your efforts towards maintaining peace, as always, are much appreciated, Kujou-san.”

“I should have died in a war somewhere,” Sara deadpans.

Sangonomiya just laughs at her. “You’d miss this if you died or retired.”

Sara would. That’s the worst part. She actually would. It’s why she doesn’t take vacations longer than one or two days.

“Text me again when you’ve got him on a plane, in the air, pointed in a direction that isn’t here,” Sangonomiya says. “I’ve got to go. Ayato-kun is calling me. I’m assuming it’s about this. I’m going to pretend I’m still annoyed to see how far I can get him. Did you know that Thoma-san makes espresso cream puffs? They’re delicious. If I play my cards right I can probably get another dozen air mailed with overnight express. Wish me luck.”

  



17. boy talk

Summary for the Chapter:
            “I want to resign,” Sara whispers to herself. “I’m going to buy a dilapidated house in the countryside and refurbish it and farm rice.”

“You two are an absolutely delightful pair,” Kamisato says. “And you’d die in the countryside for lack of anything to do. This is why you can’t take vacations without Wi-Fi.”

          


    
    Sara resists the urge to snap her fingers under Shikanoin’s nose like he’s a dog in dire need of training. It didn’t work on Itto, it’s definitely not going to work here. Sara leaves the training and general subduing of personalities to people better equipped for it than her. People like Kamisato and Kuki and Sangonomiya.

“Detective,” Sara calls for him and receive no response. “Shikanoin-san.” Still nothing. “Heizou-san.” More nothing. Sara knows her blood pressure has always been dangerously high it working in close proximity to this man somehow always brings it even higher. “Heizou.”

Shikanoin blinks, turning to look at her with an expression of someone who’s truly puzzled as to why they’ve been called out. He points at himself, ‘who, me?’ Written all over his face.

“What do you think?” Sara asks.

“He’s cute.” Heizou answers without hesitation or any indication of thoughts forming in that baffling skull of his. “But like. Not my type at all. Seems like a lot of work. High maintenance, you know? Not yours either, but if you’re feeling adventurous I’d say go for it. Definitely more trouble than it’s worth. No offense.”

“I’m everyone’s type,” Kamisato says, looking like this is every single holiday combined into one conversation. “But I understand the hesitance. I’ve been told that I can be very intense without prior exposure. Do go on. Tell me more about this hypothetical relationship Kujou-san and I could build many regrets on. Does it end in a crime of passion or does it gutter out in a passionless half-hearted goodbye?”

“You, shut up. I meant about the case, Shikanoin. What are your thoughts about the case?”

Shikanoin squints at her, as though this is somehow more confusing than her calling for his attention. Sara pointedly gestures around them. The crime tape. The several forensic analysts on sight. The police photographers. One room over, one of the other detectives interviewing a clearly distraught witness.

“The case, Shikanoin. You aren’t on payroll to daydream and think about boys.”

“Men,” Kamisato corrects.

“I don’t even know why you’re here,” Sara says, “Do you really want me to be on your case next?”

Kamisato mimes zipping his mouth closed. It doesn’t actually mean anything. Kamisato can somehow talk just by staring at the side of your head with purpose. Sara has once mentioned this to some of her colleagues and just gotten stared at in response. Now she’s almost always cc’d, bcc’d, or otherwise included in all communications with the man as some kind of Kamisato translator. Sara hates it with extreme prejudice. It’s not like Sara understands him any better. She can just tell when he’s being intolerably smug in his head. What he’s being intolerable about is anyone’s guess. It’s less of a skill and more of an instinct for danger. Sara’s honed that like a knife over her entire life. Sara would argue that if you bring in anyone who’s had years of combat and workforce experience under their belt they’d be able to pick up the same vibes Sara does.

“I’m here because, in case you haven’t noticed, you’re on holy ground. That’s Yashiro Commission jurisdiction,” Kamisato says. Sara shoots him an annoyed scowl because he literally just zipped his mouth closed. Kamisato, again, pretends to do so. It is still pointless.

Sara barely, just barely, bites back a comment about how despite them being on holy ground he hasn’t somehow burst into flames or been struck by lightning. 

“We’re still working on that?” Shikanoin asks, sounding surprised. “I mean. It’s obvious.”

“Make it more obvious,” Sara says, long used to Shikanoin Heizou’s baffling ability to put things together with half a scrap piece of paper’s worth of circumstantial evidence. Someday he’s going to be wrong about something and it’ll turn around to bite them all in the ass with savage, petty, Kamisato-levels of sadistic glee. But that day hasn’t come up yet. Sara dreads its inevitable passing. It’s like an earthquake. The longer you go without a major one, the worse you know it’s going to be when it does hit. “Spell it out like you’re in court with a full jury panel you have to sell this on. Kamisato, I don’t care if this is your jurisdiction. If I have to listen to both you and Shikanoin talking one after the other I’m going to be the next one committing a major crime on holy ground. Whatever it is you so desperately want to say, say it to yourself, in your head, and pretend I reacted accordingly.”

Shikanoin looks between Sara and Kamisato. “You know what, maybe you two are better suited than I thought. I didn’t know you two were already friends.”

Sara, without looking, darts her hand out and covers Kamisato’s mouth. Kamisato makes a faint noise of annoyance.

“The case, Shikanoin. The murder case we are standing next to.”

“Oh, that? That’s an accident. Not premeditated for sure,” Shikanoin waves a hand, dismissive of the entire bloody mess they’re standing next to. “I’d say that the poor priest was in the right place at the wrong time. Off schedule, most likely. Came across an intruder who must have tried to plan to be here when no one else was. The intruder was startled and reacted badly. I’d say it’s an improvised blunt force weapon. I’m sure we’ll find something missing. Small. Hand sized. Probably with at least one sharp corner based on the blood splatter. Intruder was somewhere between your height and Kamisato-san’s. Definitely not prepared for a confrontation. Probably panicking right now and not thinking right.” Shikanoin taps the tip of his nose as he returns to examining the room. “The real question is where did the money come from?”

Sara immediately turns to Kamisato. “Talk.”

Kamisato’s eyes sparkle with mischief and the dark satisfaction of an apex predator that’s found not just its favorite prey, but also found out that its prey is now capable of doing circus tricks.

“I did say it was Yashiro Commission jurisdiction, didn’t I?” He says, “Shikanoin-San, if you ever get tired of the Tenryou Commission, my doors are always welcome.”

“Your doors, or the Yashiro Commission’s?”

“Is there a difference?” He says this like he doesn’t know. Sara reaches out to pinch him and Kamisato nimbly steps out of her reach. “I’m only halfway joking, Kujou-san. No need to be jealous.”

“You are the actual bane of my existence,” Sara tells him. “Let’s go. There’s more to this that you’ve conveniently decided to let slide to see how far we’ll get on our own.”

“You two are friends!” Shikanoin crows, trailing after them as they leave the crime scene. “That really is a surprise. Good for you, Kujou-San. Making friends. I mean. Your choice in friends is…really something. But it takes all sorts, right?”

“Go back to daydreaming about boys,” Sara says.

“You aren’t the boss of me,” Shikanoin retorts. “And you make it sound so simple, daydreaming about boys. I’m a detective. Isn’t that the job? Daydreaming about boys and all the many, many ways they could do terrible things and how to stop them? And before you say anything, I also daydream about girls. Just not as often.”

“I want to resign,” Sara whispers to herself. “I’m going to buy a dilapidated house in the countryside and refurbish it and farm rice.”

“You two are an absolutely delightful pair,” Kamisato says. “And you’d die in the countryside for lack of anything to do. This is why you can’t take vacations without Wi-Fi.”

  



18. date night

Summary for the Chapter:
            “I can’t believe you let me think you were a boring, old, muscle-head this entire time,” Shikanoin whines.

Sara can’t believe that this is how she’s spending her day off. By choice. The Shikanoin Heizou part isn’t by choice. That’s just an annoying coincidence. But the rest of it so far has been.

          


    
    “I can’t believe you let me think you were a boring, old, muscle-head this entire time,” Shikanoin whines.



Sara can’t believe that this is how she’s spending her day off. By choice. The Shikanoin Heizou part isn’t by choice. That’s just an annoying coincidence. But the rest of it so far has been.



This is what happens when you care about people. Kamisato and Arataki got together. All of Inazuma heaved a collective sigh of relief. And then Kamisato and Arataki, presumably because they have some form of positive feelings towards her — as they should, given the fucking hell on earth they’ve put her through separate let alone combined — asked her to meet up with them at a family restaurant. Sara, for lack of anything better to do and the fault of her own curiosity, agreed.



So there they were, the three of them seated at a booth waiting for their food to arrive and then there was Shikanoin Heizou, pressed up against the glass window gaping at them before running in like his ass was on fire and he was about to catch a criminal he’d been chasing for several months. This is the kind of enthusiasm she wishes he’d approach his actual job.



Now Arataki and Heizou are — is it bonding? Sara doesn’t know if this is bonding. They’re mostly just making sounds at each other and waving their arms and saying “cool!”. Sara stares straight ahead of herself at Kamisato, who looks like he’s gotten front row seats to the world’s most unethical circus.



“Sara-kun isn’t old or a muscle-head or boring,” Arataki says in her defense. “She’s like. Sure, crazy strong. She wouldn’t be my rival otherwise. But she’s super smart. And she’s not old, she’s the same age I am. I’m definitely not old. Ayato, am I old?”



“If you’re old then someone is calling me old,” Kamisato says. “Heizou-kun, are you calling me old?”



Shikanoin rapidly backpedals on that one.



Sara mentally tries to astral project herself anywhere that isn’t here. Some deserted island. Maybe an actual desert.



“How do you know everyone interesting?” Shikanoin asks her. “He beetle fights, Kujou-San. He beetle fights.”



“I know he beetle fights,” Sara says. “Maybe I know interesting people because I’m boring and old.”



“You aren’t though,” Arataki protests. “No way is someone I call my rival boring. And you’ve got like, the entire prime of your life ahead of you.”



Personally, Sara kind of hopes that this is the best it gets because if it gets any more anything than where she’s at now she isn’t sure she can handle it. She’ll happily plateau out from here. Or retire early. It doesn’t matter. Sara’s seen enough, done enough, experienced enough at this point.



“Say something,” Sara says to Kamisato as Shikanoin and Arataki return to their joyful exchange. Sara is only picking up half of what they’re saying. This is a conscious decision. She’s not sure if she can handle listening to the full contents of whatever they’re talking about without wanting to either ask for a beer, kicking someone under the table, or taking Gorou up on his offer to get her some marijuana.



“For someone people like to call a loner you sure are surrounded by delightful people,” Kamisato says. “Isn’t that marvelous?”



“No.”



“You protest, but we all know that if you really didn’t like it you wouldn’t be in this situation at all.”



“Make them stop,” Sara says, pointing to the other two. “I am not being paid for this. Frankly, there isn’t enough money in the world for that.”



“They’re being friendly, no harm done,” Kamisato says.



“You owe me,” Sara points out. And then points directly at Arataki Itto. “You think that would have happened if I didn’t shove the two of you together?”



“You can’t possibly say that I owe you because you got so annoyed you blocked our numbers after putting us on a call together.” Kamisato frowns, looking petulant. “That’s barely any work in. I’ll admit to owing Sangonomiya but she actually did things.”



“Things that didn’t help you one whit,” Sara points out, crossing her arms and leaning back into the booth’s seating. “People are now staring at us.”



“People are always staring at us. I’m the Yashiro commissioner, you’re the top ranked general in the Tenryou commission and the Raiden Shogun’s right hand. And Itto-kun is possibly the most handsome man in all of Inazuma. And I suppose Heizou-kun is…Heizou-kun.”



“People are staring at us because we’ve got two adult men loudly talking about mecha figurines and stag beetles.” Sara keeps her gaze flat and level. Kamisato won’t cave for something like that, the snake doesn’t cave for intimidation. But if Sara doesn’t maintain this face she doesn’t know what she’ll do and that will definitely give Kamisato cause to let this ongoing train wreck keep burning. “I don’t care if your reputation can take the hit, but mine can’t. I refuse to go around having people think that I care about mecha figurines and stag beetles.”



“Well. You care about Itto-kun, so by transference — “



“No.”



Kamisato rolls his eyes, “Ruin all of my fun, why don’t you?”



“I’m the reason why you’re having this much fun in the first place.”



“Hmph. Fair. I still don’t know how you expect me to stop what looks like a truly fascinating friendship from forming. It’s a free country and all. Or so we’re attempting to convince people.”



“You didn’t have to add in that last part.”



“If I didn’t have to add in that last part we wouldn’t have had a civil war, I’m off duty, I’m being candid.” Kamisato reaches to the side and tucks some of Arataki’s hair behind his ear, causing the man to pause and lose his entire train of thought, turning to give Kamisato the dopiest grin. Sara valiantly resists the urge to gag. She has no idea how anyone can be so moonstruck over Kamisato Ayato, bipedal snake and proud sadist, but as long as Arataki’s happy and out of legal trouble she figures it’s fine.



“Anyone else you should be telling me about that you know?” Shikanoin asks her. “Did you know that Arataki-san here is like, one third of my unusual cold cases?”



“They can’t be cold cases if you know they’re Arataki.”



“They can be because before today I’ve somehow never actually seen him in person. I was pretty sure he was an urban legend people made up.”



Sara and Kamisato exchange a quick look of “we need to introduce him to Ayaka right the hell now”.



“I know his sister,” Sara says. Kamisato is already pulling his phone out and snapping a picture of Heizou. Meddler. “You should probably talk to her because she also thought Arataki was a lie.”



“Why would anyone think I’m a lie?” Arataki asks, frowning. “Are you guys the ones lying about me being a lie?”



“Don’t mind it,” Kamisato says, already texting Heizou’s picture to the group chat he has with Sara, Ayaka, and Arataki. Sara knows because she’s also in the group chat and she’s watching the little speech bubble. “You’re just unbelievably wonderful, is all. Some people just can’t be optimists about things.”



“Is it true you have a cow that’s trained to play dead?” Shikanoin asks.



Kamisato and Sara both look up at each other from their phones. Shit. They forgot the cow.



“Where is Ushi?” Sara and Kamisato ask at the same time.



Arataki blinks at them, frowning as his eyes drift towards the ceiling, clearly in deep thought. He mutters something under his breath, ticking something off on his fingers.



“I left him tied to a post outside the Komore tea house,” Arataki says. “I think Takuya-kun or Shinobu-kun were going to pick him up.”



“Do…do they know they’re supposed to pick him up?”



Arataki squints at the ceiling. “I mean. Probably. Ushi doesn’t like crashing date night and like. Everyone knows it’s date night.”



“I do not want to be part of date night,” Sara says immediately. “Why the hell did you invite me to your date night?”



“It’s date afternoon, technically,” Kamisato says. “Trust me when I say that there is no way that I am letting you come close to date night. For both of our sakes.”

  



19. rapport

Summary for the Chapter:
            “It’s been five minutes since I came in here,” Shikanoin says. “And you can’t blame Itto-kun for thinking you two were gonna get together when you act like an old married couple.”

“Keep talking. I’ll hand you over to Kamisato right now,” Sara says. “I’ll get transfer paperwork and make it official. You’ll be his problem.”

          
Notes for the Chapter:If you’ve ever wondered what it would be like if Kujou Sara and Kamisato Ayato got married but were both definitely still very gay and not at all into each other but also besties on the downlow, please check out my fic “the commitment of a lifetime”.




    
    “Oh good, I found you. Wow. You look like crap.”

Sara squints her eyes open, flinching from the bright light as Shikanoin sets down two trays in front of her and Kamisato. 

“Did you pick up our order?” Sara’s voice comes out sounding wrecked and both she and Shikanoin grimace at the sound. Sara takes up the takeaway cup of water and drinks half of it.

“You looked asleep,” Shikanoin says. “And I think that the poor wait staff were scared to wake either of you up.”

“Thanks,” Sara says, pushing Kamisato’s tray to his side. She also takes up one of the lemon wedges and squeezes it into Kamsiato’s water, mixing it with the straw. She also reaches into Kamisato’s bag to get his phone. He hasn’t changed his passcode since last time so she unlocks it easily and swipes around the windows until she finds his convo with Thoma. She snaps a picture of Kamisato’s food and sends it off to them along with the words “he’s been fed - Kujou”.

“This is why people think you two were gonna date,” Shikanoin says.

“What?” Kamisato blinks himself to full awareness, rousing himself from leaning against the window, eyes squinting at the detective. He turns towards Sara when the man’s words don’t clarify themselves in his sleep deprived brain. Sara hates it when people look to her to somehow make the nonsensical comprehensible. “How long was I asleep?”

Sara, herself, is currently barely keeping her eyes open and that’s because she doesn’t trust Shikanoin not to draw on her face if she nods off. He’d probably even do it with something toxic. Not out of malice, but just because the man’s never thought any of his stunts through with that level of detail. Oh, the detective can figure out a whole cold case based on a coffee stain and one fourth of a candy wrapper, he can devise a plan to uncover an entire plot or catch a serial killer given twelve hours and an energy drink — but gods above forbid that he think through his petty pranks.

“How long have we been sitting here?” Sara asks, already looking at her watch. And then remembering she isn’t wearing her watch because she forgot it in her locker when she ran into the police station at two in the morning to change into combat gear from her civvies.

“It’s been five minutes since I came in here,” Shikanoin says. “And you can’t blame Itto-kun for thinking you two were gonna get together when you act like an old married couple.”

“Keep talking. I’ll hand you over to Kamisato right now,” Sara says. “I’ll get transfer paperwork and make it official. You’ll be his problem.”

Kamisato, for once, looks as objectively terrible as he must feel and that, also for once, matches the level of Sara’s current mood. After spending six hours in a high tension situation that involved a four hour car chase, and a showdown on the outskirts of Ritou, Sara dragged herself back to Inazuma City in time to be called into an urgent meeting with Kamisato over a murder case that happened on Mount Yougou. And from what Sara understands, the murder case also involves something about a land dispute and possibly the forgery and export of several Inazuman artworks. 

“You like me too much for that, Kujou-san,” Shikanoin says. “I’m your favorite problem in the Tenryou Commission.”

Under the table, the back of Kamisato’s hand weakly slaps her leg. Sara half-heartedly knocks her knee against his. Kamisato tilts his head to indicate something going on behind them. Sara pulls out her cell phone and angles her screen — the phone is dead, and she really needs to remember to ask Kamisato or Shikanoin for their battery packs because that also got left behind in her locker — 

“I repeat, this is Itto-kun came to the very, very valid conclusion that you two were dancing around each other being all shy.”

“I’m gay,” Kamisato says flatly. “And Kujou-san and I don’t talk outside of work.”

“No, because you two have this whole — “ Shikanoin gestures between them. “Silent film thing going on.”

“Kujou-san is highly expressive.”

“If you work with someone long enough and you have decent pattern recognition skills you figure things out,” Sara replies, tracking the movement behind them on her phone. She nudges Kamisato underneath the table again as she puts her phone down on the table. They’re fine. No one to worry about. Probably someone who recognizes Shikanoin from social media.

If he wasn’t so good at his job, Sara would tell him to quit and commit to the social media thing. She’d never admit it to his face, but he’s right about being her favorite problem in the Tenryou Commission. If anyone could ever have a favorite problem.

The thing about Shikanoin’s problems is that he usually solves them himself. And his problems aren’t problems so much as the attitude he has about how he’s solved things that no one else knew were even problems to start with. Smug little bastard.

Kamisato reaches around to search through his bag and pulls out his battery bank, handing it to her.

“No one else thought Kamisato and I were a match,” Sara says. It takes her four tries to plug the thing in. Kamisato is now leaning his head in his hands, fingers covering his eyes. He’d just come in from an overnight flight from Watatsumi to handle discussions for a cultural exchange.

“Yeah, but that’s because they could see how bad Kamisato-san had it down for Itto-kun,” Shikanoin says. “They had prior awareness of another situation going on. But if you didn’t know about that part and then saw the two of you having this weird mind meld going on they’d totally think he was right.”

“Shikanoin-san,” Ayato says into his hands, “Out of consideration for the fact that you do very good work, Itto being incredibly fond of you, and the fact that I am extremely, extremely tired and have an incredibly staggering amount of things to do, I am not going to do any of the dozens of things I very much want to do to you right now for continuing down this train of thought. I hope that you can appreciate this.”

Sara stares at her phone as it lights up, revealing fourteen missed calls from different Tenryou Commission offices.

“You can’t retire,” Kamisato says to her, head still in his hands. “If you retire it’s me, Hiiragi-san, and your brother. Do you think we’ll be able to handle it by ourselves if we don’t have you to referee? Who’ll take my side when Yae Miko prances down the mountain?”

Sara brings her phone to her ear, ignoring Kamisato to listen to the first of the messages.

And then she turns her phone towards Shikanoin to show him the missed call log.

“This better be why you’re in front of me right now,” Sara tells him. “Don’t fucking test me today, Shikanoin Heizou.”

  



20. office parties

Summary for the Chapter:
            Kamisato texts her, “Do you own a suit that you haven’t worn to a mandated court appearance?”

          


    
    Kamisato texts her, “Do you own a suit that you haven’t worn to a mandated court appearance?”

Sara blocks his number (Sara doesn’t know when or why she unblocked it) and shoves her phone into her desk drawer; where she can hope it somehow goes from eighty percent battery to zero.

Then her work phone chimes and Kamisato has texted her, “Do I dare even ask if you own a cocktail dress?”

Sara isn’t allowed to silence her work phone unless she’s in the middle of some kind of fieldwork or in court. Sara wonders if she can get away with blocking his number on this phone or if Kamisato will figure out a way to get her in trouble for it.

Then her secretary knocks on her door, opens it when Sara acknowledges them, sticks their head in and — sounding out of breath, afraid, and confused — blurts out in a flowing rush of words, “The Yashiro Commissioner is at the gates and apparently he looks upset.”

Upset, when applied to other people, is a mild word. It’s a benign word that rests just off to the side of neutral.

But when applied to Kamisato Ayato, it turns into an entire spectrum of disasters. Because Kamisato Ayato is not the type of man who allows people to see him sweat. That he looks even mildly — well, anything that isn’t politely interested and present is extremely telling.

“Send him in when he gets here. Clear my schedule.”

Sara has no idea what kind of situation would involve Kamisato Ayato, the bizarre texts she just received, and herself. Or what the severity of the situation would be that would cause Kamisato to break from his normal mien of unflappable composure.

Kamisato breezes in mere minutes later — Did he run? It takes Sara a full ten minutes to get from the gate to here and she’s been told that she walks very, very fast. — then shuts and locks the door behind him.

“What happened to you?” Sara asks.

“Did you check your mail?” Kamisato asks. He doesn’t even have a bribe on him, which is how Sara knows it’s serious.

Sara turns her attention to the stack of mail in her physical inbox that’s hanging off the corner of her desk.

“I’ve been working my way through it,” Sara answers. It’s not a lie. She’s just spent the past hour cleaning out her emails from everything that’s come in over the weekend. And she’s opened a few of the letters her secretaries had marked as urgent. She just hasn’t managed to make significant headway into the pile. There’s something about Mondays that multiplies everything and makes things harder to get through. She can’t tell if it’s truly that way or if it’s something psychological. 

Kamisato walks over to her stack, and immediately starts going through it. Sara doesn’t bother stopping him. Even if he’s not Tenryou Commission, his rank is higher than hers so in theory there’s nothing there that would be beyond his clearance. And he’s clearly looking for something specific. Towards the middle of the stack Kamisato pulls out a small but thick envelope and holds it out to her.

Sara eyes it warily. It wasn’t mailed to her from somewhere else; it came in through inter office delivery. She takes it from his hand, turning it over, eyebrows raising.

“All this fuss over the annual office dinner party?” Sara cuts the top of the envelope open, sliding the invitation out.

“It’s mandatory,” Kamisato says. “And we’re going together.”

Sara goes still, previously in the middle of skimming the usual introductory spiel that simultaneously attempts to be sincere in its praising of the Shogunate staff members for their work over the past year and also professionally distant and hinting at how everyone should be striving for further improvement. And then she quickly searches the rest for the specific word “mandatory”.

“Where does it say that? Mine just says that there’s no plus ones allowed this year.” Fair enough, Sara supposes. These parties are very large already without everyone bringing a plus one.

Kamisato plucks the envelope from her hand and pulls out a second note that hadn’t come out earlier, flipping it open and handing it to her.

This one is addressed to Sara specifically and says, horribly, damningly, that yes, her attendance is mandatory. As a guest. Not as security.

“We’re going together,” Kamisato repeats.

“We are?”

“Yes. So. Are you wearing a suit? Do you own a suit that you don’t use for courthouse appearances?”

“Why are we going together? It just said no plus ones.”

“I’m not bringing you as a plus one because you’d be going anyway. But I’m going to be sticking to you like glue the entire evening for lack of better options. Kujou. Name the people of our rank and age group within the Tri-Commission.”

Sara can name plenty of people in or above their ranks. And she can name several people in the Commissions in their age group. But the overlap of those two particular groups is —

Sara breathes out, letting the invitation and envelope drop from her hands as she slouches down in her chair, resting her head against the back of it and pressing the heels of her hands to her eyes until she starts seeing spots. 

This has to be some kind of actual strategic choice for all things frustrating to land on her desk on Mondays. Do the people who organize the mail think it’s better for it all to be done at once, like ripping off a bandage that’s gotten stuck to the scab? It’s not. If she could find them and talk to them without possibly sounding insane she would tell them it isn’t.

“That’s what I thought. I am not third wheeling your brother and his fiancé,” Kamisato says, pure distaste across his face when she moves her hands to look at him. “I have enough of that in my daily life. Who allowed for inter-office romances, exactly? There’s only the three of us. I’m constantly going along as a third wheel and it sickens me. They’re hopelessly in love. They could at least have the decency to tone it down while I’m in the room. But alas. No. If I have to deal with that sort of besotted foolishness on my day to day, I’m not going to do that at an office dinner party on top of it. Not alone.”

“I have a suit,” Sara grudgingly concedes. Because she’s, unfortunately, also been in Kamisato’s position on the rare occasions when she’s made to attend meetings with Kamaji and Hisato. It might be worse because she’s technically Kamaji’s sister and because she’s usually present as some kind of security officer so she can’t say or do anything to escape. “Gods. This is going to be terrible.” 

“There is one silver lining to this storm cloud,” Kamisato says, perching on one of the clear spaces on her desk.

“What?”

“I saw a list of the mandatory attendees. Aside from the Commissioners, top generals, and various department heads, the mandatory attendees also include those receiving honors from the Commissions and Shogunate.” Kamisato’s eyes curve up dangerously. “Shikanoin Heizou’s on the list of honorees for a truly unprecedented rate of cases closed. Now, I’m sure you’d argue that he’s also the one bringing the cases in — that man has an uncanny nose for finding trouble — but I think we can let that little fact slide for this, hm?”

Sara goes still, slowly sitting up and leaning in towards Kamisato. “Does he know?”

She’s pulling her work phone out to send a mass text to her squad lieutenants and captains looking for Shikanoin Heizou. 

“Can I tell him?” Sara continues, already standing up and drawing a map in her mind for the most efficient way to search the entire Tenryou Commission’s headquarters and then the best path to search along Inazuma City’s main thoroughfares.

Misery does love company. Is this Kamisato’s influence rubbing off on her? Does it matter? Who cares? The image of Shikanoin Heizou, a man so dedicated to finding every loophole in the dress code, in a formal suit to receive an award from the Shogunate at an office dinner party is probably going to be what gets her through this entire ordeal. 

“Only if you let me be a fly on the wall for that conversation,” Kamisato replies, smirking, trailing after Sara as she opens her office door and steps out of it. “And we still have to discuss what you’re going to wear.”

“Walk and talk, Kamisato,” Sara says, waving down her assistant. “Cancel everything. I need to find Shikanoin Heizou.” She pauses, because Shikanoin, for all of his eccentricities is actually very well liked. “He’s not in trouble but I need to talk to him about an urgent matter. If anyone hears anything message me immediately.”

“Abuse of power,” Kamisato murmurs, trailing after her. Sara throws an annoyed look over her shoulder. Sayings about pots and kettles, glass houses, and pointing fingers are useless on him. Kamisato Ayato is a man who knows no shame, unless it somehow has a tactical advantage to him getting his way.

“As if you don’t have your own sources trying to find him as we speak,” Sara says. “I’m surprised you didn’t already have his location ready as soon as you found out he was on the list.”

“It’s hardly worth the effort to keep a constant tail on him,” Kamisato replies. “Not when I know that I can just ask you to find him for me. The two of you are a perfect duo, you know. You’re one of the few high ranking officers he respects and he’s one of the few — shall we call them personalities? — personalities you let run rampant with very little oversight.”

“No one lets Shikanoin Heizou do anything,” Sara sighs.

“But someone is going to force him into a suit,” Kamisato says.

“Does he even own a suit?” Sara pauses to think that over. His salary is quite good and she’s been personally signing off on his yearly raises and bonuses — they’re very much deserved, especially considering how far below the average rate Shikanoin started at, if anything he needs to get more from the budget pool, but no one ever listens to Sara about budgets — but he recently moved and that must have taken a hit on his finances. He’s even been doing overtime and picking up extra shifts to make up for it.

“I’ll handle it,” Kamisato says. And then. “Well. I’ve already handled it. I have a suit for him waiting to be delivered as soon as I find him.”

“You know his address.”

“I do but it might be a touch unnerving for me to send him a suit without him knowing what he’s going to be using the suit for, no?” 

“He’s going to wonder how you knew his measurements.” Sara squints at the man who’s fallen into step next to her. “You’re going to use this as a chance to fuck with him. Aren’t you?”

“Absolutely, if I’m going to be miserable drinking lackluster alcohol and mediocre food at some rented out hotel space next to Kamaji-san and Chisato-san then I’m going to get as much mileage out of the situation as possible.” He was born without shame in his body. His picture is right next to the dictionary definition of sadist. “I’m going to tell him I extrapolated his measurements based on the circumference of his thumb, which I calculated based on size of thumb print.”

“And the real answer?”

“It’s, theoretically, a possible answer.”

“Kamisato.”

“His measurements are on file as part of his uniform requisitions.” Kamisato rolls his eyes, murmuring, “spoil sport” under his breath. “If you know where to look, it’s hardly classified information. All you have to do is check the requisition forms. Clearance level for that is basically entry level. It’s just that no one does it because there’s no reason for you to check the size of your colleague’s uniforms.”

“Should I expect a suit or dress to be delivered to either my office or my house within the next twenty four hours?”

“As if I would dare presume to shop for you,” Kamisato replies. “No. But I’ll send you some links for places you should consider looking at if you don’t have anything ready. Remember, it’s an office party. Not a funeral. Or a trial.”

“Is this your way of telling me to wear something with color?”

“It’s my way of telling you to wear something that won’t make you look like you’re posing for a new ID card, yes. Oh, wonderful. I think I have a lead on Shikanoin. Did you bring your car?”

“I’ll borrow a Shogunate car,” Sara says, “I’m not getting in a car with you behind the wheel.”

  



21. social smoking

Summary for the Chapter:
            “I’m so sorry, we couldn’t stop him, he just - “

The poor apprentice shrine maiden is gently, but firmly, moved aside as Kamisato enters Yae’s office and holds up a cloth bag.

“I have a bribe,” he says. The contents of the bag clink together, a musical and merry and over-all much more welcome sound than the man’s voice.

          
Notes for the Chapter:I KEEP FORGETTING I HAVE DRAFTS I HAVEN’T POSTED I’M SO SORRY




    
    “I’m so sorry, we couldn’t stop him, he just - “

The poor apprentice shrine maiden is gently, but firmly, moved aside as Kamisato enters Yae’s office and holds up a cloth bag.

“I have a bribe,” he says. The contents of the bag clink together, a musical and merry and over-all much more welcome sound than the man’s voice.

Yae waves the poor apprentice off, “Back to whatever you were doing. I’ll handle this.”

By handle this, Yae means she’s already pulling sake cups out from the liquor cabinet she had specially built for her office. Right next to the temperature controlled wine rack.

Kamisato is already kneeling by said temperature controlled wine rack to look at her bottles and rearrange things to temporarily also store the other sake bottles.

“So, what do you want this time? You can’t possibly be here to talk about marriage ceremonies. You only just got through to the Arataki boy. I know you move fast, but even you don’t go that fast,” Yae says, pulling one of the bottles out of Kamisato’s hands before he puts it away. It’s the good brand. By good, Yae means it’s one she likes, not one that he likes. There’s some cross over in their preferred flavors but of course, the ones that she likes the best and he does not are the superior ones. It’s due to her many more years of worldly experience than him.

“It’s Ayaka,” Kamisato says.

Yae pauses in the middle of cracking open the cap of the sake bottle.

“Is this serious?” Yae actually enjoys talking to Ayaka. Someday she hopes that Ayaka will take over for her brother, and she can forget that Kamisato Ayato exists except for maybe once a year during New Years celebrations. Ayaka is too good to be this man’s blood relation. There’s not a chance that she had accumulated so much bad karma in her previous lives to have earned that fate.

“She caught me smoking,” Kamisato sighs. He finishes sorting out the bottles and goes to sit on the cushion opposite her low table. He starts clearing things off to one side, he doesn’t even bother to be nosy and look at them which means he’s being serious and entirely attentive to whatever is bothering him.

“So?”

“She caught me smoking twice in the same week,” Kamisato continues, taking one of the cups and gesturing for her to pour. “She has all of our staff — Kamisato and Yashiro Commission — doing smell checks on me now.”

“She already knew you were a social smoker,” Yae points out. “Half of Inazuma over the age of nineteen smokes. It’s almost part of doing business and making friends. I didn’t realize she minded.”

“I know that. She knows that. We all know that. Normally she does not. But…” 

Yae doesn’t even get a chance to drink her own cup as she watches Kamisato down his entirely, taking the sake bottle to immediately refill it.

“Watch it, I’m sharing the bribe out of sympathy. Savor that. Since you bought it, you should very well know how much it costs,” Yae scolds.

“But recently there has been a rise in concern over my health. Cold and flu season, influx of work causing me to not be home, so on and so forth. Ayaka is always worried about my health and seeing me smoke two cigarettes in one week on top of barely being home has her unsettled,” Kamisato continues, ignoring Yae. “She had Thoma secure my cigarettes. I’ve seen her in our group chat with Itto and Shinobu and Kujou. They’re teaming up on me now. I suppose I brought this on myself somehow but I’m not quite exactly sure on the exact jump from trying to get Arataki Itto to date me to not being allowed a private cigarette when I’m stressed. I hope to eventually see my cigarettes back but the prospects aren’t looking very well.”

“Were you stress smoking or social smoking?”

“Stress smoking. I was behind the house when she caught me both times,” Kamisato admits, rubbing the inner corners of his eyes with the hand not holding the sake cup. “It’s been a trying few weeks. The Tri-Commission is at a deadlock over setting the budget for the upcoming year. With reconciliation and peace talks after so many years of the civil war hitting every sector of the economy we’re seeing a slow but tentative increase in cash flow and several of the previously cancelled or scaled back national ceremonies, festivals, and events were given the tentative green light to move on ahead. I need the money that went to the Tenryou Commission during the war back. Except they’re starting agreements with the Kanjou Commission behind my back about boosting Inazuma’s long neglected navy. I’ve been in and out of discussions with other Commission members, committees, and various lobbying groups non-stop for weeks now and it’s just getting worse.”

For that alone, Yae has to grudgingly admit to some sympathy. Budget negotiations are some of the most annoying ones and that’s why she has Kamisato do them. Yae pulls out her own pack of cigarettes, tapping out two. She takes one, lights it, and then passes the other with the lighter to Kamisato.

He takes both, instantly lightning the cigarette and taking a slow inhale, shoulders relaxing slightly.

Now that she takes a better look at him, Kamisato does look like he’s seen better days. He’s dressed well as always, but his suit is slightly rumpled, his lips are chapped, and there are the beginnings of dark circles under his eyes.

Kamisato presses the knuckle of his thumb to his brows as he leans his elbow on the low table. He turns her lighter over in one hand before sliding it across the table back to her.

“You drink, you smoke, you take bribes,” Kamisato mutters, “What kind of shrine priestess are you?”

“Who are you to talk to me that way? Are you an expert on the religion now? I didn’t realize you knew the guidelines for being a priestess. If you want I’m sure we have robes in your size if you were thinking of switching professions,” Yae scoffs, all sympathy for him evaporating like morning mist. The brat always has to ruin everything by opening his mouth. And here Yae was feeling sorry for him. “Don’t bite the hand that feeds you, boy. Go slow on that cigarette. I’m only giving you the one. Your sister fusses because she cares about you. Even if you are an absolute pain.”

“I know. A cigarette or two won’t kill me though,” he sounds delightfully petulant. Yae would reach over and pinch his cheek, stretching it out as far as she could just to hear him complain if it were a slightly different mood. And then, his voice takes a sharp dip towards that peculiar morbidity that it always gets when it comes to his own health. “Not smoking or drinking didn’t help either of our parents any, in the long run. I don’t think it could hurt me that badly.”

Yae blows her own cigarette smoke directly into his face. Kamisato waves it away, nose wrinkling in annoyance.

“Have a care, your poor sister is worried about you.” Yae reaches into her desk for a pack of nicotine patches. She flicks them across the table towards him. “Take these. They’re practically useless, but it’s better than nothing.”

“I truly wonder how you became the Head Priestess for the official national religion,” Kamisato says. But he pockets the patches anyway because he’s desperate enough to come to her for this. “If my sister comes here do you think you can lend her an ear? It would help, I think, for her to talk to an adult that isn’t me.”

“I’d do that even if you didn’t bribe me. As you know, I actually enjoy her company.”

“Oh, I know that. The bribe was so you wouldn’t tell her that I took a cigarette from you. Also to let me hide here for a little and take a nap in one of your spare rooms.”

“It’s so bad you need to seek refuge here?” 

Kamisato gestures to himself. And then the room around them.

“Do you think I come here because I like your company? Clearly it’s that bad.”

  


